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ABSTRACT
This ex-post facto research study identified changes in participants’ self-perceptions of
their competence in six key leadership competencies, as reported from a pre-training and posttraining self-assessment. This study also identified the relationship between the participants’ selfreported changes and their persistence in enrollment at the University upon completion of the
leadership training program. This quantitative study analyzed secondary data (N=201) from a
large, four-year, public research institution in the southeast United States. Paired samples t-tests
were used to determine that the self-reported change among participants was statistically
significant (p<.05) from the pre- to the post-training self-assessment. Further, this study then
examined the relationship between participants’ self-reported mean change and their persistence
at the institution, defined as having graduated or continuing enrollment one year after completion
of the leadership training program. A logistic regression was utilized to identify a negative
predictive relationship between participants’ mean change and their likelihood of persistence.
Implications for competency-based learning were discussed in relationship to student affairs
practice.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
There is a leadership crisis facing this country and arguably the world (Cherry, 2017).
Leadership skills are coveted by business leaders, educators, and employers internationally
across all disciplines (Bennis, 2009; Collins, 2011; Covey, 1989; Kouzes & Posner, 2011; Trapp,
2014). Yet, it seems few universities have responded to the demand for intentional leadership
programming in the classroom, opting instead to simply add leadership-based outcomes onto an
extracurricular program or perhaps pre-existing classes. Somehow, many institutions seem to be
content to allow the most critical skills sought after in college graduates to be learned outside of
the classroom rather than in formal, structured leadership programs or within the classroom
(Owen, 2012). A quick search of the International Leadership Association Leadership Programs
database indicated that a mere 90 United States higher education institutions offer some kind of
undergraduate leadership program, minor, or certificate earned from in-classroom credit. The
majority of these were specifically tied to pre-professional degree programs, such as nursing,
business, or education (International Leadership Association, 2018). Yet, as of 2015, the
National Center for Education Statistics reported there were more than 4,600 degree-granting
colleges and universities in the United States (U.S. Department of Education, 2018). At the time
of this writing, fewer than two percent of all United States higher education institutions provide
leadership education via in-classroom experiences. In other words, approximately 98% of all
American higher education institutions are relying on extracurricular programs to enhance
leadership skills in their undergraduate students. Furthermore, just six percent of colleges and
universities have “sophisticated, institutionally sustained” leadership development programs
1

(Owen, 2012). Considering these figures, even if institutions are expecting that extracurricular
programs take the lead on developing students, very few are taking it seriously enough to really
stand behind that belief with any sincerity.
Still, there is little evidence to prove that extracurricular leadership activities or programs
are widespread enough and are doing enough to help college students develop the skills and gain
the knowledge necessary to emerge as true leaders beyond their collegiate years. Academically
speaking, the subject and study of leadership has emerged over the years as a relatively young
discipline, with influences from a number of interdisciplinary subjects. It is, in the view of
leadership researchers, a developing and ever-changing discipline (Komives, Lucas, &
McMahon, 2013). Leadership is unlike mathematics with its millennia-old theorems and
equations, and it is different from hard sciences with book after book written about discoveries
based on physical evidence over centuries. Certainly, leadership has been practiced since the first
moments of recorded history in that leadership behaviors are in everything that we, as humans,
do. Conversely, it has been underrepresented as a research subject until its relatively recent
emergence in the late 1970s (Schwartz, Axtman, & Freeman, 1998).
The credibility of leadership as a standalone academic discipline is still debated, as some
institutions (including the one that is the setting of this study) wrestle with whether or not
leadership has enough merit to be its own major or degree. It would be easy to conduct a search
of undergraduate degree programs in United States higher education institutions to find that the
vast majority likely offer a degree in mathematics. The merit of STEM majors is widely accepted
by decision makers in most institutions. It would be much less common, on the other hand, to
find institutions offering a degree in leadership. Of course, these degrees exist, but relative to
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STEM degree programs, they are sparsely represented in undergraduate degrees conferred (U.S.
Department of Education, 2019).
Demand is not the problem. In fact, a recent Forbes article written by a former university
president, indicated that public administration (often associated with leadership) and social
services degrees conferred have increased by more than 50% over the last ten years. Degrees
conferred in multi and interdisciplinary studies have also increased more than 60% in that same
time span (Nietzel, 2019). Students and employers alike are concerned with the set of
professional skills that include key elements taught in undergraduate leadership programs. The
challenge has been a slow, albeit increasing, response from higher education institutions to
increase the collective quantity and quality of undergraduate degree programs focused on the
study of leadership.
In part, leadership might get some of its weak reputation from its cross-functional and
multidisciplinary roots. With influences from fields like sociology and psychology merging with
business concepts like management and people development, perhaps the subject of leadership
simply does not have a clear academic home at an institution. This leaves leadership educators
and practitioners alike to make the best of what resources and opportunities they do have in
hopes of impacting the students who choose to participate in their programs. That is, if they even
have the resources, considering that only 52% of leadership educators had a formal education or
training in leadership themselves (Owen, 2012). This study took a close look at a year-long
leadership training program that included both in-classroom and extracurricular leadership
education components.
The history of higher education and its evolution in the United States is evidence to show
that as early as the first American institutions, there was a clear pattern to higher education
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priorities. It has been chronicled as a repetition of call and response over time, a careful back and
forth with external agencies dictating a need while higher education institutions slowly, but
eventually, react to the demand (Rudolph, 1990). Examples include moving away from teaching
the classics for the sake of educating the future workers of the Industrial Revolution; the
incorporation of the GI Bill allowing veterans returning from foreign wars to attain an education;
and the secularization of higher education. The history of the college and university is filled with
examples of times when the world demanded something of its college graduates, and eventually,
higher education responded to meet the need. Naturally, this has led to challenges with higher
education institutions not really being in a position to dictate or execute their own priorities.
Unfortunately, adding to this problem are the rising costs of higher education (Martin,
2017; Seltzer, 2017) and increased scrutiny from accrediting bodies. The combination of these
two factors has led to a demand for increased value in the collegiate experience (Selingo, 2016).
For many prospective undergraduate college students, it is no longer enough to simply earn a
college degree in exchange for the cost of tuition, room, and board. Instead, prospective students
now ask how attending a particular institution might prepare them for a career, or even more
broadly, for their adult life ahead (Brand, 2014). And, while a particular institution’s strategic
plan or publicly stated philosophical beliefs are highly visible and shared with the intention to
address this concern, most institutions have established student affairs departments to execute
this objective. Yet, even with some departments like a career center or a leadership program
office specifically dedicated to achieving these needs, it is possible, at a large institution, that
many students would be unaware of these opportunities or would not make use of their services.
The underlying impact of this could mean that a student’s best chance to develop critical
leadership skills may be dependent upon the random probability of that student interacting with a
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university department that provides such opportunities. And, with so many students across so
many campuses, each with varying numbers of departments offering a wide array of programs,
even the best equipped institutions may find varied results in successfully achieving the
outcomes of their extracurricular programs.
While large institutions may provide a variety of learning experiences through their
numerous student affairs departments, each of those departments generally strives to achieve its
own unique outcomes. Still, the question remains of how to determine if the outcome of
developing a particular skill as a result of participating in a learning experience has actually
occurred as intended. Institutions across the country, small and large, public and private alike,
have gone to great lengths to develop learning outcomes and assessment measures that ask and
subsequently answer this question precisely. Consider Cornell University for example, where
President Jonathan M. Brand led an institution-wide process to incorporate a strategic plan that
would allow Cornell to better achieve both its own previous priorities and simultaneously meet
the needs of incoming students and accrediting bodies (Brand, 2014). In short, institutions were
feeling the tension between meeting the needs of constituents like federal and state governments
while also satisfying the needs of students. From this challenge emerged the crossroads between
practice and policy with regard to student success initiatives at colleges and universities.
In 2019, the Chronicle of Higher Education published a report exploring both challenges
and opportunities that higher education staff and administrators face in closing the college
completion gap. Notwithstanding its findings, there would still remain a challenge for
institutions. While student success has clearly become paramount for higher education
institutions, it remains uncomfortably true that it is a very difficult task to help students thrive.
“Despite notable gains at some colleges, many are struggling to raise retention and eliminate
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achievement gaps. Lists of exemplars and best practices often give more of a sense of what to do
than how to do it” (Lipka, 2019).
In short, it has become widely accepted that institutions should establish policies and
practices that support student success. And yet, even with this common knowledge, the fact that
a student success program or initiative may have been put into practice by an institution is likely
not as important as how that program or initiative is implemented; programs without achievable
learning outcomes could easily lead to wasted resources. Theoretically, administrators ensure
that their institutions make public statements about their intended outcomes when they recruit
new students or market to families of prospective students, being sure to identify the clear
objectives of having students graduate in four years, minimizing student debt, or students
securing professional jobs after graduation, to name a few. These messages can come in the form
of direction communications with admissions recruiters, emails to prospective students, and
other marketing campaigns that institutions elect to utilize. Those messages can be considered as
a promise of what an institution’s administration hopes a student accomplishes throughout their
enrollment at the institution or by the time a student graduates. But, it does not include how the
student will accomplish those particular objectives.
In higher education today, institutions receive funding from federal and state
governments based on student enrollment and completion efforts (Holly & Fulton, 2017). To
measure success, and essentially prove added value to a student, institutions must have clearly
stated outcomes (what they hope to achieve) and valid forms of assessment to show evidence
that those expressed institutional outcomes are indeed accomplished by its students (how they
were achieved). This illustrates the aforementioned crossroads between policy and practice
whereby administrators and staff must define outcomes and ensure their success. Doing so
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allows higher education administrators to answer the criticism of mounting pressure from both
government and enrolled students. From this challenge, higher education administrators have
placed a renewed emphasis on statistical analyses, predictive models, and metrics (Venit, 2019)
that both inform the institution’s key decision makers about how well its students perform and
demonstrate the proof of the institution’s student success efforts.
Furthermore, the Association of American Colleges and Universities (2016) released a
report making it abundantly clear that it is “absolutely necessary” that learning outcomes be
developed across disciplines to prepare students for the complexities of the world they will face
after graduation (Association of American Colleges & Universities, 2016). This was emphasized
just a few months later when the National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment released a
policy statement on the importance of documenting learning in higher education, declaring that
“it is no longer beyond the capacity of a college or university to articulate expectations for
learning, to document student progress toward these expectations, and to use the resulting
evidence to improve student success” (National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment,
2016).
Statement of the Problem
Given the demanding higher education environment, it is apparent that decision makers at
higher education institutions have a responsibility to develop the skills of students, marking a
departure from the simple acquisition of knowledge that college may have first been established
to provide in favor of a much more holistic and thoughtful approach now. The message about the
skillsets that students need upon graduation is crystal clear; college graduates need to be better
leaders (Bennis, 2009; Collins, 2011; Covey, 1989; Kouzes & Posner, 2011; Trapp, 2014). Of
course, defining which skills to develop in students to make them better leaders is particularly
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challenging. This is especially of interest because this study examined the self-reported change
that occurs in participants of a leadership training program in a particular student affairs
department and the relationship that self-reported change had on one key element of student
success. The study examined the participants’ self-assessment of their own competence in six
key outcome areas: communication, emotional intelligence, critical thinking, servant leadership,
self-management, and congruence with purpose. These outcomes, referred to as competencies in
this study, are defined in the definitions section of this chapter.
With so much emphasis being placed on added value and outcomes-based learning within
higher education, it has become more important than ever to understand the student experience
and the impact of that experience on students’ growth. Further, since institutions are increasingly
concerned with student success, and the task of achieving student success largely falls upon the
programs and services offered by university departments, it is critical that a department can
understand and articulate its relationship to and influence on student success.
Higher education institutions can be measured by the metrics that indicate the degree to
which students are successful. Among these metrics, the gold standard that is widely accepted
may be first-year retention, measured by the percentage of first-time, full-time students returning
to the same institution for their second year (Venit, 2019). Yet, it is not the only tool higher
education administrators have to measure student success. Many administrators strive to be on
the cutting edge of measuring, understanding, and providing solutions for student success and as
such administrators now have a range of indicators that can measure multiple student success
factors. Examples of these indicators may include “next-term persistence” (Venit, 2019) which
measures simply the percentage of students who return to the institution for another term, and
graduation rates which measure the percentage of a cohort year that has graduated within a
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specified time window, typically two, four, or six years (Venit, 2019). Measuring student success
as a whole, considering its multifaceted and increasingly complex nature, is far beyond the scope
of this study. However, this study did serve the purpose of pursuing a more focused approach,
one which measures one key factor of student success amongst the participants of the study.
In considering the sample population of this study, simply measuring first-year retention
would not be appropriate, as it would not apply to all participants, the range of which spans from
first-year students to upperclassmen. More generally, retention as a measurement would be
appropriate if it were not for the fact that it excludes those students who graduate shortly after
completing the leadership training program; and also, it is not a metric that can be measured for
all participants. Next-term persistence is too limited in scope, especially when considering that
length of the leadership training program is two semesters, thus it is almost an expectation that a
student will persist from one semester to the next. Finally, measuring graduation rate would
require at least six years from the start of the first year that this leadership training program was
implemented to apply to all participants. Thus, the researcher decided to measure another
important indicator of student success in persistence. Simply stated, persistence was measured by
a student’s return to the institution or graduation; any enrollment status other than continued
enrollment or degree completion would indicate that a particular student did not persist.
The intersection of learning outcomes in higher education with understanding and
supporting student success initiatives provides a timely backdrop for this study. Higher education
institutions largely rely on departmental initiatives, such as a leadership training program
designed for student employees, to provide opportunities to engage in campus activities while
also providing a structured format for students to develop holistic life skills that will support both
their undergraduate success and their post-collegiate lives and careers. The leadership training
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program that is the subject of this study was designed with both of these objectives in mind.
After designing a leadership training program based on national best practices, student
development competencies, and renowned leadership concepts, the co-creators of the leadership
training program had implemented it in hopes that it would not only prepare the students to do
the work they were hired to do at an exemplary level, but that even more importantly, it would
prepare those students to overcome obstacles and face the very real challenges they may
encounter in their lives outside of that job, both during college and after. As such, the two
research questions in this study were established to provide insight related to the change the
students reported experiencing upon completion of the leadership training program and to
examine how that change may support one of the critical components of student success in
measuring student persistence after the conclusion of the leadership training program.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this ex-post facto study was twofold: first, to identify changes in
participants’ self-perceptions of their competence in six key leadership competencies, as reported
from a pre-training and post-training assessment; and second, to identify the relationship
between the participants’ self-reported changes and their persistence in enrollment at the
University upon completion of the leadership training program. In other words, the purpose of
this study is to determine whether participants self-reported competence changes after having
participated in a year-long leadership training program and to identify if that self-reported
change is related to student persistence at the university upon completion of the year-long
leadership training program.
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Research Questions
This study was designed to answer two primary questions. The first of these questions related
directly to the self-assessments conducted before and after the leadership training program which
was briefly outlined earlier in this chapter. The second question then expanded upon that
question, seeking its relationship to the persistence of participants who complete the leadership
training program.
The following questions guided this research:
1. What changes occurred in participants’ self-perceptions of their competence in six key
leadership competencies as measured by a pre-training and post-training self-assessment?
2. What is the relationship between changes in participants’ perceptions of their competence
in six key leadership competencies and their persistence in enrollment at the University
upon completion of the leadership training program?
Context and Background
In 2014, the researcher co-developed a set of six core competencies for undergraduate
student leadership development, specifically designed to develop the student employees who
worked in the University of South Florida Office of Orientation. Using these competencies as a
guide, the researcher worked closely with colleagues to overhaul the department’s
comprehensive, year-long leadership development and training program. The objective was
clear: align the intentional experiences and training program outcomes for the undergraduate
student leaders to ensure that they were improving by the newly defined competencies. Prior to
this point in time, there was little direction within the department as to how to educate student
leaders or what learning outcomes were most critical to their development. After months of
extensive conversations, planning, and research, the finished product was the decision by the
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professional staff to establish the following competencies for student leader development:
communication; congruence with purpose; critical thinking; emotional intelligence; selfmanagement; and servant leadership.
Each of these competencies was intentionally selected based on higher education best
practices that were informed by student development theories. If students were making
improvements in these competencies, they both enhanced themselves as leaders in those key
competency areas and were also better equipped to perform their roles as students and student
employees at the highest level. Moreover, these competencies also served to support holistic
student development which would prove advantageous to participants as they worked towards
degree completion. However, the mere creation of the competencies was not enough to know
with certainty whether or not a student would improve in each of the newly established
competencies. It was a great starting point, but the competencies alone would be irrelevant if the
training program in which the student employees participated did not actually put the student
employees through intentional experiences and situations that could maximize their learning with
regard to each competency. The researcher, along with colleagues, then dedicated the spring
2014 semester to the development of a training program that would best maximize each
participant’s job and institutional knowledge, personal and professional skills, and personal and
professional abilities based on the competencies. Each of these competencies was intentionally
developed throughout a variety of implementation phases, which came to be known as the
department’s Leadership Philosophy (see Appendix A). In short, the Leadership Philosophy
explains what the student employees do, how they should do it, and why the department believes
in this work.
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Components of the Leadership Training Program
As with many curricula that recur from one year to the next, the leadership training
program underwent some minor changes between years. The core components, however, were
foundational in nature and remained intact. These foundational components were an off-campus
weekend retreat, a leadership training academic course, one month of dedicated training, and
finally, the culmination of all prior learning in performing the duties of the job.
The first component of the training program began when all participants started their
leadership training with a spring semester retreat held within the first few weeks of January at an
off-campus location. The curriculum of this retreat included introductory teambuilding activities,
educational sessions based on Steven Covey’s 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, and an
intensive interpersonal reflective exercise that was designed to empower students to shed
whatever obstacles they felt might prevent them from achieving their potential as they began the
year-long training program.
Steven Covey’s best-selling book has been a widely circulated leadership and self-help
resource for more than 30 years. In the book, Covey (1989) outlines seven critical habits that all
successful people establish. The entirety of the weekend retreat was built upon the foundation of
these habits, each of which would be a tenet that participants were expected to know and work
towards practicing regularly throughout their time in the program. These habits would prove
useful in the job the participants were expected to perform, and perhaps more importantly, serve
the students well in the development of personal habits that would enable them to be successful
in college and in their careers and lives after college.
Although the competencies themselves were not designed around this text, each of
Covey’s 7 Habits aligned closely with the competencies, as shown in Table 1. The
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communication and servant leadership competencies both require a basic understanding of the
reciprocal nature of relationships, a concept that is best illustrated in The 7 Habits as the habits
which help leaders move from a paradigm of independence to a more relational paradigm of
interdependence. Through this paradigm shift, leaders begin to understand that the world is vast
and interconnected, and as a result, leaders must work with others to maximize their own
potential and their impact on the world around them (Covey, 1989). Thus, The 7 Habits provided
a foundation for how the leadership training program was designed, while also complementing
the competencies which is what the leadership training program was designed to teach.
Congruence with purpose is a challenging competency in that it asks participants to
understand themselves and to align their behaviors to be consistent with their beliefs on a regular
basis. Many college students struggle with understanding themselves, so asking them to also
align behaviors to their core values and beliefs can present a daunting challenge. Covey tackles
these difficult personal tasks with ease in Habits 2 and 3. First, in Habit 2, a leader must first
know his/her destination in order to know what path to take to get there. He asks leaders to
consider their personal mission and vision statements, to establish a motto, and personal values.
Then, in Habit 3, Covey presents the formula for how to eliminate inefficiency by categorizing
behaviors using a matrix whereby urgency and importance intersect (Covey, 1989). Each of
these habits perfectly illustrates to participants first how to understand their own personal values
and second how to bring them to life through their own personal action plans.
The critical thinking competency, which asks participants to analyze and synthesize
information to make fair and informed decisions, also builds upon Habit 3, demanding that
leaders be critical of how they spend their time. This particular habit is important to critical
thinking as it calls for leaders to put thought into action. Habit 3 is a habit in the independent
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paradigm, meaning that success in this habit leads to personal victory rather than team victory,
Habit 4 is the first habit in the interdependent paradigm. In relation to the critical thinking
competency forces participants to be critical thinkers not only in how a particular decision may
impact themselves, but how it may impact others. In “Habit 4: Think Win-Win,” Covey
articulates a mindset in which human behavior shifts from being driven only by selfish motives
to analyzing how our own gains can also help others benefit (Covey, 1989).
The emotional intelligence competency calls on participants to be emotionally self-aware
and to regulate their emotions appropriately in a given situation. This aligns closely with “Habit
1: Be Proactive” in which leaders must understand that even in the worst circumstances, humans
still have the freedom to choose their response to a given stimulus. In choosing a response,
leaders are effectively using will power to regulate a positive response to any situation (Covey,
1989).
Self-management is a competency about personal responsibility, and to that end, it relates
to Habit 2 and Habit 3. Self-management is also the only competency to align with “Habit 7:
Sharpen the Saw.” In this habit, Covey emphasizes the importance of leaders taking care of
themselves physically, spiritually, mentally, and socially/emotionally. Only by staying sharp in
each of these four personal domains is a leader most efficient and able to reach one’s maximum
potential (Covey, 1989).
Utilizing the 7 Habits provided participants an opportunity to learn a quickly understood
and memorable set of tools which became the foundational building block for the remainder of
the leadership training program. After these concepts had been learned in the retreat, they were
intentionally reviewed and repeated frequently throughout the subsequent components of their
training, with the aim that understanding these habits would support students in their
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development of the six key competencies as well as practical skills that would help students be
successful both in the classroom and in their lives outside of the classroom. The majority of the
foundational curricular elements of this weekend retreat have remained intact with minimal
change since 2014.
Table 1
Competency to Habit Alignment
Competency

Habit(s)

Communication

Habit 4: Think Win-Win; Habit 5: Seek
First to Understand, Then to be
Understood; Habit 6: Synergize

Congruence with Purpose

Habit 2: Begin with the End in Mind; Habit
3: Put First Things First

Critical Thinking

Habit 3: Put First Things First; Habit 4:
Think Win-Win

Emotional Intelligence

Habit 1: Be Proactive

Self-Management

Habit 2: Begin with the End in Mind; Habit
3: Put First Things First; Habit 7: Sharpen
the Saw

Servant-Leadership

Habit 4: Think Win-Win; Habit 5: Seek
First to Understand, Then to be
Understood; Habit 6: Synergize

The second component in which all participants engaged was an academic credit-bearing
leadership course. This course lasted 16 weeks (one semester), and all participants were required
to earn a “B” or higher grade to continue with the remainder of the training. The course
curriculum was based upon the Kouzes and Posner books Credibility and The Leadership
Challenge, focusing on those leadership traits which best equip leaders to become credible in the
eyes of their followers. Participants completed a number of reflection papers, engaged in
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recurring peer mentoring meetings, participated in a group project, and took a written final exam.
The course assignments and calendar can be found in Appendix B.
The next component of the year-long leadership training program included the training
portion that related to job-specific skills, such as how to complete timesheets, expectations of
work duties, institutional knowledge, the introduction of speaking role assignments, and
facilitation guides for small group conversations. This official kickoff to training took place
through a two day “Boot Camp” on a weekend in April and continued throughout the entire
month of May. This training focused heavily on the job functions and responsibilities required to
perform the duties of a student employee the Office of Orientation. Training topics included
learning about the institution, understanding other departments’ programs and services,
practicing campus tours, and practicing assigned speaking roles. Like the academic course
component, the training period also included review of all prior learning materials, but was
primarily an opportunity for participants to begin putting into practice those leadership theories
they had been learning about up to this point.
The fourth component of the leadership training program signaled the conclusion of the
formal education phase in which participants were no longer in a classroom setting but instead
began their work in a summer full of orientation sessions as Orientation Leaders. Additionally,
throughout their first few months of employment, participants were scheduled to have two oneon-one meetings with their supervisor to discuss goals, obstacles to overcome, and anything else
relevant to the employee, the training, or the responsibilities of the job. These developmental
conversations were designed to assist the supervisors in helping to maximize the participant’s
development as quickly as possible throughout the training. A minimum of three remaining one-
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on-one meetings occurred with the participants’ supervisor spread out throughout the remainder
of the year.
After the summer of demanding Orientation sessions had concluded, which averaged
about 40 days of orientation sessions per summer, participants resumed formal learning through
continued trainings that occurred once per month in the fall semester, the final semester of a
participant’s contract. Topics of these meetings included understanding and articulating
transferrable skills for resume building, taking the next step as developing leaders, and other
important topics relevant to the department at that time.
Finally, the training program concluded with a closing banquet in which participants
were thanked for their hard work and were asked to reflect upon the year behind them. Around
this time, participants also conducted an exit interview as a final one-on-one meeting with their
supervisor and completed the post-training self-assessment with which this study was concerned.
Conceptual Framework
Leadership development is critical to undergraduate student development. It empowers
college students to mature and to develop towards greater levels of complexity, integration, and
proficiency over time (Miller, 1997). Additionally, leadership enables “the stretch of one’s
capacity to become aware of and build skills around the dynamic of positive leader-follower
outcomes” (Davis, 2001). Further, leadership development expands students’ capacity to be
effective in various roles and processes, both as leaders and followers (McCauley & Van Velsor,
2005). These concepts work together to illustrate the importance of leadership development in
the lives of college students and collectively serve as the foundational tenets of the competencies
used to create the department’s Leadership Philosophy.
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Developing the Leadership Training Program
A few critical leadership theories and concepts shaped the development of these
competencies as an overall approach to educating and training the participants, each being a
concept against which the participants would be measured for growth. The first of these is
Roberts’ Comprehensive Model of Leadership (1989), which involved the acquisition of
knowledge, skills, and behaviors as well as the development of attitudes and values. Other key
concepts such as Robert Greenleaf’s Servant Leadership (1977), Emotionally Intelligent
Leadership (Allen, Shankman, & Miguel, 2012), and the Higher Education Research Institute’s
Social Change Model of Leadership Development (Astin & Astin, 1996) were all critical
components that formed the leadership training program presented in this study. After providing
an overview of these theories as a backdrop for how and why the leadership philosophy and
competencies were selected, the remainder of this section will outline and define the conceptual
framework that became the basis for this study.
Roberts (1989) theorized that leadership is best learned, and taught for that matter, in a
comprehensive manner, which should include training, education, and development. This was
the most important building block in the creation of the Leadership Philosophy, as the researcher
wanted to ensure that students were being exposed to each competency through each element
Roberts encouraged. This became the concept upon which the training program itself was
constructed. Skill building comes in the form of concretely focused training activities which help
participants translate skills to real situations (Roberts, 1981). In the leadership training program
utilized in this study, participants were trained in the immersive April Boot Camp and May
Training which focused on very concrete skills and knowledge, requiring participants to put their
learning into practice. Education must be provided to help relate theories and principles which
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are critical to learning and allow students to apply these concepts to a broader setting (Roberts,
1981). In this case, the academic course was intentionally designed to expose participants to the
necessary leadership education that would allow them to better understand the expectations of
leaders from the onset of the program. Finally, development comes from engaging students in an
“interactionist environment,” where they can interact with their environment while applying the
concepts from training and education (Roberts, 1981). Supervisor one-on-one meetings, peer
mentoring, reflection papers, group assignments, and immersion in the role were all designed to
ensure each participant received adequate personal development in this program.
While Roberts’ work was to the overall creation of the Leadership Philosophy, other
important theories and concepts drove the development of the competencies themselves.
Orientation Leaders are essentially hired to serve the needs of new students and families, and, as
such, it was deemed critical that they learned the helping skills that come along with being a
good team player while also recognizing their role in serving others. Robert Greenleaf’s Servant
Leadership (1977) was the basis for the leadership development program’s adoption of the
mentality of the “servant as leader” (Greenleaf, 1977).
Similarly, the emotional intelligence competency was built upon the concept of
Emotionally Intelligent Leadership, which highlights the importance of the “consciousness of
context” and the “consciousness of self” (Allen, Shankman, & Miguel, 2012). Consciousness of
context illuminates the importance of paying attention to a given environment while
consciousness of self requires focused self-awareness, particularly in relation to thoughts,
feelings, and abilities. Working with more than 11,000 new students each year was bound to lead
to some interesting situations, polarizing personalities, and challenging experiences. In order to
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ensure participants were prepared to serve as leaders and role models throughout these varying
contexts, the department adopted emotional intelligence as another theoretical competency.
The final theoretical component of the Orientation Leadership Philosophy stemmed from
the Social Change Model of Leadership which most importantly outlines leadership as a process
rather than as an action. The symbolic circle indicating the phases of the Leadership Philosophy
(seen in Appendix A), the year-long continual learning philosophy, and a continued emphasis on
everyday improvement all found their roots in the Social Change Model, which highlights the
reciprocal relationships between individual values, group or community values, and societal
values. While individual values can influence society, so too can societal values influence group
values or individual values (Astin & Astin, 1996). The participants in the leadership training
program were all part of at least two teams throughout their time as student employees. The first
was a demographic group, or “demo” for short, which represents which demographic population
they directly work with. There were five demos, each no larger than 35 participants. The second
of these teams was comprised of the combination of all five demos together, comprising one
large team of about 100 participants. Given that the participants in the leadership training
program spent a significant portion of their time in demos and in team settings, the Social
Change Model translates well to the practical nature of the leadership experiences of the
participants. The individual values, naturally, relate to their own individual values and
contributions. Meanwhile, the group values parallel the values of their demographic group, and
the societal values are those of the department when the entire team is together. The remaining
competencies were derived from elements of this model paired with the need for participants to
be able to perform specific job functions at a high competency level.
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Competency-based Learning
While all of the aforementioned concepts were critical to the development of the
competencies that the department established in their formative stages, none of them adequately
represent the conceptual framework of this particular study. Each is independently significant as
a building block, but none singularly defines the conceptual framework upon which this study
was formed. Instead, this study used a competency-based approach to assess student learning as
the researcher sought to understand the nature and extent of the relationship between a particular
cause-and-effect. The cause being a particular training or set of trainings hosted by the researcher
and the effect being the self-reported growth of the undergraduate student participants as a result
of the year-long training. While learning outcomes help educators provide a set of objectives to
be achieved by their students, competencies are student-centered and focus on the individual
learner rather than the process (Seemiller, 2016). In terms of assessing individual learning,
building upon this conceptual framework positioned the researcher to more clearly see individual
learning and growth focusing on the experience of each participant with each competency.
In what serves as the conceptual framework of this study, Seemiller (2016) presented a
model upon which competencies should be considered, developed, and assessed across four
primary dimensions, each concerning different themes to delineate leadership competencies for
undergraduate learning, as illustrated in Figure 1. The first of these dimensions is knowledge
whereby participants of leadership trainings should gain understanding and learn about
leadership concepts that will provide the basis for leadership practice. The second dimension is
value, being the weight of a given competency in comparison with the others. The third
dimension is ability, which represents the skills and motivation required to achieve a particular
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competency. And finally, the fourth competency is behavior, which Seemiller (2016) defined as
actively engaging in a competency area.
These dimensions served as important concepts in the selection of the competencies this
leadership training program would be built around. Since competency development is an
especially important component of undergraduate student development, Seemiller’s research was
particularly helpful in designing courses and trainings, such as the ones in this study. However,
after selecting the competencies and designing the corresponding trainings, a more important
question arose, which became the impetus for this study. That question originated as: “Does it
work, and if so, how would one know?” It evolved, of course, to be more student centered,
prioritizing self-reported growth of the participants rather than achievement in a particular skill
or ability, resulting in the research questions already identified in this study.
Self-evaluation measurements are important to determine development in a given
competency area. Further, using self-evaluations allow the researcher to see a participant’s selfreported growth in a competency from the framework of a particular dimension (Seemiller,
2016). In context, this study utilized a self-evaluation survey in which participants rated
themselves on one of six competencies spanning across the four dimensions. This intentional
design not only allowed the researcher to see a student’s self-reported growth, but also, as Ewell
(2007) reported, self-evaluations may be the only way to gather information related to a
participant’s thoughts and beliefs, making it highly valuable (as cited in Seemiller, 2016).
The research instrument utilized in this study was established in coordination with the
leadership training program after the researcher learned about a similar instrument that was being
used at a peer institution. The peer institution was using a pre-training and post-training
assessment to identify and analyze change in its leadership training participants.
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Figure 1
The Student Leadership Competencies
Note.. The Student Leadership Competencies by Seemiller, C. (2016). Leadership
competency development: A higher education responsibility. New Directions for Higher
Education, 174, 93-104. Reprinted with permission.
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Similar to this study, the employees at that institution were seeking to understand if there was a
relationship between a participant’s experience and self-reported competence, and if so, to what
extent. One of the limitations of that instrument was that it was, as the presenters self-disclaimed,
a litany of arbitrary questions, some of which were unrelated to specific training materials or
concepts taught in that training. As such, the researcher of this study adopted the pre-training and
post-training assessment concept but drew intentional parallels between competencies,
educational or training content, and questions on the instrument. The purpose of the pre-training
assessment and post-training assessment design is to obtain a baseline indication of participants’
self-perceived competence or ability in a competency. For example, one question on the selfevaluation survey asks for participants to rate their knowledge of a particular training topic,
related to the critical thinking competency. Another question asks participants to rate themselves
in their behaviors related to servant leadership. Participants answered these questions in the
initial assessment prior to ever participating in any part of the leadership training program and
then again answered the same questions at the completion of their contract. The four dimensions
encompass the totality of the instrument and pinpoint each of the six competencies (as seen in
Appendix C).
This study uses Seemiller’s research of competency development and assessment as its
conceptual framework, drawing from it a number of benefits. Of particular interest is the
knowledge base for which competency-based assessment can establish, affording opportunities
for programmatic enhancements based on the study’s findings. “Aggregating all the data for each
competency can be useful in describing the overall impact of particular programs and
experiences” (Seemiller, 2016). The change that occurred between assessment results before and
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after the leadership training program is the primary focus of this study, identifying the selfperceived growth, if any, that participants experienced in each of the six competencies.
Significance of the Study
The results of this study yielded information that allowed the researcher to make
informed decisions about possible changes to the leadership training program. This study also
provided evidence to demonstrate the relationship between a formalized leadership program and
self-perceptions of change in key competency areas among student leaders, which may prove
beneficial in both their personal and professional lives during and after college. This study could
be beneficial for higher education professionals in an effort to improve institutional practices
around leadership programs, assessment, and student leader development. Moreover, and
perhaps most importantly given the current landscape of higher education, the relationship of the
findings to student success served to demonstrate the potential between meaningful competencybased learning and student persistence in higher education. As institutions nationwide provide
intentional support for student success initiatives, this study further bolstered insights that may
suggest that campus engagement and involvement in leadership programs could support
elements of student success.
These changes could come in a variety of forms and could have varying effects. First, the
results of this study have implications for the development and assessment of both academic and
non-academic leadership programs. Because the leadership training program in this study
included an academic credit-bearing course, the researcher found information valuable to
assessing content, delivery, and instruction of leadership education and competency-based
learning. Similarly, the month-long immersive training that took place throughout May was
learning intensive and came at a high cost to the hosting department, meaning efficiency and
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effectiveness were critical. If participants did not self-report changes in their competence, the
would be implications for immediate changes to the training topics or delivery.
Additionally, there were significant fiscal implications to developing training programs
for student leaders, such as the one in this study. Specifically, the training budget for each cohort
year of this study was around $2,000, which was remarkably inexpensive for the amount of time
spent in training and development. Expenses in the training budget included printed materials,
purchased leadership or personality inventories, training assessments, facilities use, and finally
food (most of which was donated). However, the annual payroll for the participants in this study
increased from approximately $293,585 in 2017 to $346,665 in 2018 due to an hourly pay rate
increase to keep the position competitive with other campus jobs. Regardless of the more than
$50,000 difference, hundreds of thousands of dollars were being spent on the training and
development of these participants. This signified a philosophical investment in the belief that the
departmental Leadership Philosophy and training program had a significant effect on its
participants. The student leader payroll and training budgets represented nearly 20% of the
operating budget, which increased the pressure to achieve the intended outcomes while
decreasing the margin of error for missing the mark. The results of this study may also help
determine whether financial decisions such as these are a worthwhile and wise choice.
Lastly, the institution that served as the setting of this study had marketed itself as a
premier institution for student success, achieving remarkable growth in six-year graduation rates
and first-year to second-year retention rates over the years during which this study took place.
These results were due to the efforts of a university community that was committed to success
and had continued conversations about how to help students graduate within that six-year
window. Yet, even the notably high graduation rates of this institution left room for improvement
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and, naturally, learning. As one standard of excellence was achieved, a new bar was set, and the
race to achieve the next level of excellence began. The next level will call for enhanced student
support, better tracking mechanisms and perhaps more intentional extracurricular programs. The
entire breadth of student success considerations was far beyond the scope of this study, but there
may be reason to believe the relationship between high-quality leadership training for
undergraduate students furthers student success efforts at higher education institutions.
Definition of Terms
The following terms are critical to understanding this study:
Communication is an Orientation competency defined as the knowledge, skills, and
abilities needed to be an effective communicator, which includes active listening, facilitating
discussions, written communication, a willingness to accept and provide feedback, an ability to
communicate with a variety of constituencies (students, families, administrators, peers), and a
commitment to inclusivity.
Competencies are defined as knowledge, skills, and abilities required to perform the
functions of a particular task or duty (Seemiller, 2013).
Congruence with Purpose is an Orientation competency defined as the knowledge, skills,
and abilities needed to put values and beliefs into consistent action, which includes knowing,
understanding, and exemplifying ethical principles at all times, both in the position and in life.
Critical Thinking is an Orientation competency defined as the knowledge, skills, and
abilities needed to make intelligent and informed decisions, which includes attention to detail;
ability to multi-task; making informed decisions; creatively solving problems; discerning when
to act and when to ask for help; and utilizing the skills of others to accomplish tasks.
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Emotional Intelligence is an Orientation competency defined as the knowledge, skills,
and abilities needed to understand one’s self and others, which includes self-awareness and
humility; an ability to perceive, understand, reflect, and regulate personal emotions; and ability
to build rapport and relationships based on authenticity.
Leadership Training Program is defined as the intentionally designed year-long training
curriculum in which participants of this study engaged. This term is used to be inclusive of all
components of the experience.
Learning Outcomes are defined as “the successful demonstration of learning that occurs
at the culminating point of a set of learning experiences” (Spady & Marshall, 1991).
Persistence is defined as “continued enrollment (or degree completion)” (National
Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2015) at the institution in which this study took place.
For this study, persistence was measured for the academic year following completion of the
leadership training program.
Self-Management is an Orientation competency defined as the knowledge, skills, and
abilities to become an independent and reliable leader, which includes high levels of initiative,
effort, and commitment; punctuality; and responsible personal conduct and professional
behavior.
Servant Leadership is an Orientation competency defined as the knowledge, skills, and
abilities needed to be selfless in one’s approach to leading, which includes developing a sense of
selflessness; developing coaching, facilitating, inspiring, and empowering skills; learning to be
comfortable with resolving conflicts; and serving as a role model.
Assumptions
In the planning of this study, the researcher assumed that participants had taken their pre-
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training self-assessment and post-training self-assessments in good earnest faith. Secondly, the
researcher assumed that the time that had passed between the pre-training self-assessment and
post-training self-assessment was appropriate so as to be a fair and accurate self-assessment at
the time of both. Further, the researcher assumed that the selection and training criteria were
appropriately outlined, and therefore, all participants would have had similar experiences
throughout their time as participants.
Delimitations
This study analyzed primary data from only those participants who served as Orientation
Leaders in 2015, 2016, 2017, and 2018 in one large, public, research university. This represents
four separate cohorts of student employees who participated in the year-long leadership training
from 2014 – 2015, 2015 – 2016, 2016 – 2017, and 2017 – 2018. The participants in this study
were undergraduate students, admitted as both first-year and transfer students. Some student
employees returned to the department for a second year of employment; however, only those
students who participated in the leadership training program for the first time were included in
this study. Due to these delimitations, the results of this study may not be generalizable to other
institutions.
Chapter Summary
This chapter provided a background for the study, statement of the problem, purpose of
the study, and research questions. The context and background of the leadership development
program being studied were described, as well as the conceptual framework. Potential
significance of the student and delimitations were described.
Chapter two presents a review of literature relevant to the study.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
The purpose of this study was to determine whether participants self-reported
competence changes after having participated in a year-long leadership training program and to
identify if that self-reported change is related to student persistence at the university upon
completion of the year-long leadership training program. First, this chapter expands upon the
need for leadership through a review of current literature relevant to the study. Additionally, it
examines the challenges, advantages, and realities regarding undergraduate student leadership
competencies as a mechanism for student development. Next the literature related to
undergraduate leadership program outcomes is reviewed. Finally, the current works related to the
impact of leadership programs on student persistence are examined.
The Call for Leadership
The need for great leadership is not new; however, now more than ever, the demand has
reached a critical turning point. Businesses, governments, non-profit organizations, educational
institutions, indeed the entire world, need great leaders. As referenced in the opening sentence of
this study, the world is indeed facing turbulent times that will require great leadership (Cherry,
2017). It seems that as technology has advanced human efficiency, so too has it accelerated the
rate at which leadership is overlooked and replaced with a dollar sign, a machine that can make
decisions on our behalf, or any number of other priorities. Yet, there are countless leadership
experts who have watched these events unfold and agree that now is the time to act; we must
develop today’s leaders to enhance the promise of tomorrow for everyone.
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In October 2017, the International Leadership Association (ILA) hosted its 19th Annual
Global Conference in Brussels, Belgium. The conference hosted more than 1,200 attendees from
more than 50 countries, drawing a massive audience for its theme of “Leadership in Turbulent
Times.” ILA marketed this theme with an urgent call to calm the troubled waters of global
leadership, adding that “turbulence has emerged as the new normal” (International Leadership
Association, 2017). Conference co-chairmen Jorrit Volkers, Dean of Deloitte University Europe,
and Patrick Sweet, Director of Leadership Alliance for the Geneva Centre for Security Policy
with the Center for Creative Leadership, added in their conference theme statement, “Our world
seems increasingly connected and unpredictable. Rapidly occurring events in fragile areas of the
world, once believed to be ‘far away,’ continually impact global society and local community,
everywhere” (Volkers & Sweet, 2017). In today’s interconnected society, it seems like
everything matters, and every cause leads to an effect more rapidly and more unsuspectedly than
ever before, and this has created the turbulence in which we currently find ourselves, to which
the only solution is leadership (Volkers & Sweet, 2017).
Perhaps the world’s premier leadership scholar, the late James MacGregor Burns
published a Pulitzer Prize and National Book Award winning text titled, Leadership (1978).
Burns’ contributions to the study of leadership cannot be overstated, having coined the concepts
of both transactional and transformational leadership. Transactional leadership could simply be
considered an exchange between people that is as simple as the act itself, often reciprocal in
nature, and having no further impact upon the leader and follower. Transformational leadership,
on the other hand, is leadership that transcends the act, leaving a profound and significant impact
on the follower and the leader, an experience in which one goes through, quite literally, a
transformation of beliefs or values as a result (Burns, 1978). While these concepts are seminal in
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leadership studies today, it is Burns’ foresight that helped to illuminate and foretell the need of
leaders in a time when the study was singularly focused on business and management. Emerging
from these early days of researching and describing the basics of leadership, Burns (1978)
presented readers with a viewpoint equal parts alarming and inspiring when he wrote:
The crisis of leadership today is the mediocrity or irresponsibility of so many of the men
and women in power, but leadership rarely rises to the full need for it. The fundamental
crisis underlying mediocrity is intellectual. If we know all too much about our leaders, we
know far too little about leadership. We fail to grasp the essence of leadership that is
relevant to the modern age and hence we cannot agree on the standards by which to
measure, recruit, and reject it. Is leadership simply innovation – cultural or political? Is it
essentially inspiration? Mobilization of followers? Goal setting? Goal fulfillment? Is a
leader the definer of values? Satisfier of needs? If leaders require followers, who leads
whom from where to where, and why? How do leaders lead followers without being
wholly lead by followers? Leadership is one of the most observed and least understood
phenomena on earth. (p. 1-2)
While the need for leadership is clearly not new, the call to answer this need with
educated, empowered, and informed leaders is now. Many authors, researchers, educators, and
practitioners alike have made clear that it is with great urgency that leaders respond, or even
better, proactively work to address changing times. To sum it up more concisely, “more than
ever, today’s times demand that diverse people work flexibly and respectfully together”
(Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 2013). Clearly there is a strong sense among leadership authors
that times have created more complicated challenges requiring more insightful leaders who can
solve the complexities we face. Komives, Lucas, and McMahon (2013) reinforce the message

33

that change is more rapid now than ever before, leading to more unpredictable outcomes,
meaning that leaders must be equipped with multiple leadership paradigms. As such, leaders
must be exposed to a broad set of leadership experiences that will help enhance their own
abilities and, in turn, improve society’s ability to solve these complex and increasingly confusing
problems.
Further strengthening the case of turbulent times calling for great leaders, James M.
Kouzes and Barry Z. Posner, renowned leadership experts and authors of multiple best-selling
leadership books, proclaimed in their book Credibility (2011), that trust, confidence, and
credibility have hit all-time lows, causing declining interpersonal trust between both people and
institutions. “Many wonder if there are any leaders left who have the strength of character to
sustain their trust. Substantial numbers of people believe that leaders lack the capability to guide
business and governmental institutions to greatness in this intensely turbulent and competitive
global marketplace” (Kouzes & Posner, 2011).
Times have changed indeed, and while nobody can likely make a convincing argument
that things were better hundreds of years ago than they are now, it is fair to make a case that a
leader’s impact is more far-reaching now than it ever has been. A government leader, for
example, can be seen on local, regional, national, and international news, commenting on matters
that have a significant global impact. The messages coming out of any leader’s office could
potentially lead to incredible positive outcomes or could lead to severe consequences for not only
those directly involved, but possibly for the world. A war halfway across the world can still
impact countries not directly involved. While this is just one example, it sufficiently illustrates
the importance of adequate leadership in practice. Kouzes and Posner (2011) added, “Leadership
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matters. And it matters even more in uncertain times than it does in stable times. Organizations
and communities certainly have their share of turbulence right now”.
Another best-selling author, Warren Bennis, declared that now is the time for leaders to
rise to the occasion and answer the call for good leadership. He also added the perspective that
leadership tends to be cyclical, and that while people praise and worship leaders for some time,
they eventually turn on them and treat them like adversaries, despite neither of these extremes
being accurate portrayals of leadership (Bennis, 2009). In fact, Bennis originally wrote his bestselling book, On Becoming a Leader, in 1989, only to come back for multiple revisions as the
need to enhance the case for leadership grew stronger over the next 20 years. Simply put,
leadership has been, and continues to be, uncertain, complex, challenging, and dynamic.
Leadership development is evidently important. However, mixed messages from higher
education institutions continue to plague educators, researchers, and practitioners alike.
Leadership development is often listed as a primary outcome in higher education, with
institutional mission statements commonly referring to the institution’s intentions to build and
develop leaders both at the higher education level and in business upon graduation (Smart,
Ethington, Riggs, & Thompson, 2002). Despite this, as noted in Chapter One, institutions have
not broadly invested in academic programs to support this outcome. Still, the demand for ethical
and trustworthy leaders is as critical as it has ever been, and with higher education institutions
being charged with at least some responsibility for development of its graduates as leaders,
colleges and universities must respond with intentional programs to enhance critical leadership
competencies (Kiersch & Peters, 2017).
The development of intentional programs is precisely what the leadership training
program central to this study has aimed to do. But, even with all of these texts imploring leaders
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to step up, critical questions remain for educators, such as: Who will teach leaders what they
need to be successful? What must be taught and how? How do we know if what is taught is
effective, and if the leaders engaging in this learning have ultimately been successful? The next
section of this literature review seeks to find answers to these questions.
Leadership Competencies
Defining Leadership
One of the biggest challenges of leadership is that it is elusive and difficult to define
(Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 2013). Most people can spot a leader when they see one and can
come to an agreement with a peer about whether or not that person is a strong leader. But, ask
those same two people to independently define leadership and they may struggle to come
anywhere close to similar answers. Even leadership experts struggle to come to a consensus
about how to define leadership. A quick search of the word “leadership” on Google brought up
more than 515,000,000 sources in 2013 (Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 2013). In 2019, a similar
search brought up more than 865,000,000 results. Leadership has been defined so many ways,
but as a leadership instructor, the researcher believes that there must be some common ground in
approaching leadership. If one person believes that leadership must be ethical while another
believes that it should be ethical but does not have to be, conflict eventually arises.
Burns (1978) posed a series of critical questions about leadership, questions which
essentially come down to this: how does one define leadership? The answer is so complex and
multifarious, as illustrated through the aforementioned internet search, that a single definition is
unlikely to ever be achieved, leaving researchers in a precarious predicament. With little hope for
consensus in a singular definition, researchers, educators, authors, and practitioners alike are left
with a next best option: a competency-based approach to leadership. In other words, leadership
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competencies may be the best way for leadership educators and practitioners to find common
ground in what makes a great leader and how to educate them.
Still, leadership as an academic field is at risk while scholars debate the qualities, or
competencies, which are most important to leaders. As times change, society changes, people
change, and so too must their leaders change. Yet, if leadership is constantly changing, and a
definition is so hard to come by, how could such an elusive topic be adequately and
appropriately understood? In Mendenhall, Reiche, Bird, Oddou, Maznevski, Stevens, and Stahl’s
study (2012), “Without clear and commonly accepted definitions, there is a risk that research
domains become increasingly fragmented and lose their ability to develop a common body of
knowledge and make sense of potentially conclusive empirical results” (as cited in Mcrory,
2016). This leads to the aforementioned problem of being able to clearly understand the topic of
leadership, and without this knowledge base, assessment becomes even more challenging. A
well-designed assessment can identify what it is aiming to achieve (the outcome) and then
reverse engineer questions or methods by which to achieve it. In considering how to best assess a
leader, the aforementioned research poses the notion that competencies may be the best solution
to comprehensively consider multiple aspects of leadership rather than a singular, limited
definition.
Many leadership experts research and debate the competencies that leaders should have
to be at their best. It might be easier to develop a few key skills than to aim towards a vaguely
defined but commonly agreed upon goal of defining leaders as being ethical or establishing
relationships. Bourantas and Agapitou (2016) considered leadership competencies to be the
“basic leadership building blocks that enable people to become more effective leaders.” The
researchers added that the situational intricacies that leaders and followers may face require that
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leadership behaviors are performed on a higher level, meaning that multiple behaviors may be
encompassed in just one competency, or as Bourantas and Agapitou preferred, a metacompetency. In essence, meta-competencies can better contribute to an understanding and
agreement upon leadership behaviors and qualities as they can simply define complexities. While
this study utilized the term competency rather than meta-competency, Bourantas and Agapitou
provided an added layer of understanding by explaining what this study is truly assessing. The
competencies in this study are complex and multifaceted, including more than just one simple
skill or behavior. Take, for example, integrity as an assumed leadership competency. If one were
to define this competency, it would include more than simply following the rules and laws
(Bourantas & Agapitou, 2016). In this study, a competency such as critical thinking was defined
more broadly than through a singular definition such as asking good questions. Instead, it was
the combination of skills or qualities that lead to critical thinking that help to qualify the
definition of this competency.
This study did not provide a distinction between meta-competencies and competencies as
the ideas presented by Bourantas and Agapitou, while valuable, require a much deeper
understanding of leadership than the participants of this study are prepared and equipped to face.
Advanced leaders, leadership educators, and researchers are well versed in concepts such as
meta-competencies. Yet, undergraduate student leaders, many of whom were experiencing their
first reflective leadership training program through this study, require a simplified and
memorable set of leadership guidelines from which to operate. Thus, the idea of leadership
competencies holds a tremendous opportunity for foundational learning with regard to
undergraduate student leadership.
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Competencies can be varied and do not necessarily need to be agreed upon because it is
unlikely that any set of competencies would ever perfectly and exclusively be able to define a
strong leader. However, as could be anticipated, there is also plenty of disagreement about which
competencies matter and which can make the most impact. A number of key sources have
emerged to help sort through the options and make sense of which are indeed most important.
The remainder of this section will examine a brief history of competencies and additionally some
of the most commonly referenced and impactful leadership competencies.
The Emergence of Competencies
In the 1970s, higher education was in the midst of experiencing a movement to become
more economical and efficient. From this, emerged competency-based education upon which
educators could connect professional skills to the curriculum (Parson, Childs, & Elzie, 2018).
Crediting Harvard University professor David McClelland with the study on competencies,
Wooi, Salleh, and Ismail (2014) stated that McClelland proposed that performance had more to
do with competency than with intelligence. Further, McClelland established that competencies
were critical for detecting the right skills that leaders would need to perform at or above an
expected level.
Then, in the early 1980s, the American Management Association cemented the idea of
managerial competencies and job competencies in terms of behavior and performance. A report
by Boyatzis (1982) provided an expanded definition, adding that a competency was a
characteristic that was “causally related to effective or superior performance in a job.” Boyatzis
identified 19 competencies across five domains, which included goal and action management,
leadership, human resource management, focus on others, and directing subordinates (as cited in
Bolden & Gosling, 2006). These competencies laid the foundation for what rapidly grew to
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become a rising trend in business culture as employers attempted to provide assessment models
to enhance workplace performance. Since then, the competency-based approach has become an
emerging trend that has been expanded beyond management to include leadership (Bolden &
Gosling, 2006). Competencies are now commonly used for many groups of people, from
undergraduate college students, to higher education professionals, to leadership practitioners, and
in the business sector for job performance.
The competency-based approach to leadership, however, is not without criticism. Bolden
and Gosling (2006) compared leadership competencies to a musical arrangement in which
competencies may represent the overview or structure of a song, like sheet music, but it is not
until the competencies are put into action, much like a song being performed, that the actual
leadership comes to life. In other words, competencies are great in theory, but leadership is more
than just one competency, just as music is much more than one note. And, a musician who can
play one note is far from a completed masterpiece, just as a leader who can perform one
competency is far from practicing good leadership. The researcher also believes that even
musicians must first learn to play one note before they can even consider playing an entire piece.
Similarly, and because this study centers around undergraduate college students, learning is of
the utmost importance. If ever there is a time to educate and teach leaders, it is in school, where
learning takes precedence over job performance. Given that, for many participants in this study,
the year-long leadership training program they experienced was likely to be their first of its kind;
the learning must start somewhere, and starting with one note, or one competency, is a step
towards understanding how all the notes, or competencies, work together in unison to create a
masterpiece. This is precisely why this study found the combination of multiple competencies to
be meaningful, rather than just one.
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Framed in an educational perspective, competencies help students contribute to and
engage in tasks successfully (Seemiller, 2013). Because competencies are made up of
knowledge, skills, abilities, and behaviors, knowing which competencies are important can help
educators to develop curriculum that facilitates the development of specific competencies that
are most suitable for a particular student, student type, major, or career interest (Seemiller,
2013). Further, competencies are frequently used in professional organizations and businesses,
making a case for the relevance of competencies and their potential impact on student leadership
development as a head start to understanding the framework for their potential future workplace
(Seemiller, 2013).
From a practical standpoint, competencies can serve as an objective and fair metric for
employees, students, or other constituents to measure themselves against. Competencies also
speak to the mission, vision, or values of an organization, publicly stating to participants what
the organization cares about and how it might impress this onto its constituents, as well.
However, some leadership scholars contend that the complexities of leadership are far too
nuanced for the simplicity of chalking a great leader up to a handful of traits. Possibly the
strongest criticism against competency-based leadership is the argument that it is most similar to
the outdated trait-based approaches of the early 1920s at which time it was assumed that leaders
had certain traits (Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 2013). However, trait theory criticisms are
based on the logic that a leader’s behaviors matter more than his or her characteristics (Komives,
Lucas, & McMahon, 2013). The competencies being evaluated in this study, however, are
intentionally defined to be a combination of characteristics, skills, behaviors, and knowledge.
Within the intersection of these four elements, participants are not limited by any single
viewpoint or theory of leadership. There are behavioral theories, situational theories, and a
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plethora of other theories that have all been outdated or faced heavy criticism in recent years
(Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 2013), but the competency model used in this study was
intended to reduce the effects of these criticisms as they represent each of the aforementioned
multiple competency dimensions outlined by Seemiller (2016).
Despite the criticisms of trait-based theories, even Komives et al. (2013) reminded
readers that leadership can be learned, which is of primary concern to a leadership training
program. Leadership researchers Black (2015), Muller and Turner (2010), and Northouse (2013)
have also acknowledged the merits of a competency-based approach (as cited in Wooi, Salleh, &
Ismail, 2017, p. 150). Acknowledging that there is no one right way to lead, the six competencies
provide a range and depth that a single competency or trait cannot. If the competencies were
static traits, such as height or race, as was described of the earliest forms of trait theories
(Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 2013), then there would simply be no point in teaching
participants. For example, to look at the communication competency from this study from the
lens of a trait theory, one would imagine a leader was born with the ability to orate exceptionally.
However, the definition of communication is much more complex, including concepts like
written communication, listening skills, verbal communication, and an ability to give and receive
feedback. While educators cannot change a leader’s height or race, for example, they certainly
can teach the knowledge, values, abilities, and behaviors associated with leadership that can be
found in the more detailed definitions of the leadership competencies found in this study.
The Competency Theory of Leadership
Further strengthening the case for a competency approach to leadership development, Dinh,
Lord, Gardner, Meuser, Liden, and Hu (2014) distinguished leadership competency as an
established theory through their research on leadership theory (as cited in Wooi, Salleh, &
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Ismail, 2017, p. 150). The true strengths of the competency theory are that it is flexible and can
still be unique to individuals and experiences. The theory is best utilized when directed towards
the future, that is, when it is designed for the achievement of competencies, particularly for
participants of leadership training or aspiring leaders (Wooi, Salleh, & Ismail, 2017). As a new
paradigm emerges for leaders to respond to 21st century problems, so does a new framework that
requires the flexibility of leaders to perform unique tasks while facing unique challenges. Of
course, the combination of their skills and knowledge will likely be necessary and the
competency theory provides a framework that prepares a diverse range of leaders to be prepared
for any number of forthcoming situations (Wooi, Salleh, & Ismail, 2017).
It was perhaps best stated by leadership researchers Hollenbeck, McCall, and Silzer
(2006) that competency models are not the solution to the complexities of leadership, but instead
the culmination of learned experiences and best practices that equip leaders to be successful.
Hollenbeck et al. (2006) presented four assumptions of leadership competency models that
appear to be problematic to critics while also providing insight as to why these criticisms are
misguided assumptions. The most important (and relevant to this study) are the first two
assumptions. First, leaders can be sufficiently described by a single set of characteristics, and
second, each of those characteristics operate independently from one another. Without a doubt,
leaders do not fit into any particular box, coming in all shapes and sizes (Bennis, 2009), so it is
unrealistic to think that any set of competencies could ever adequately detail the exact
specifications of a successful leader. Additionally, Hollenbeck et al. (2006) urged readers not to
forget that leaders are human and are much more than the sum of a list of skills on a page. The
success (and failure) of leaders can depend upon how their strengths work together (or against
themselves) to create a collective leadership experience. Further, effective leaders may use some
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competencies at one time and others at another time, utilizing different skills at different times
for different tasks. Only the competency-based approach allows for this kind of fluidity in
outlining what is required of great leaders.
Selecting Leadership Competencies
A commonly agreed upon philosophy among leadership experts is that an emerging or
developing leader must have a philosophy that guides their work and meets their specific
knowledge and skills (Bennis, 2009; Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 2013). This gives credence
to the perspective that a leader should have certain competencies as he or she develops
leadership abilities. That is, a leader should consider his or her strengths and what he or she has
the potential to be good at, and then work to develop those areas along with the areas that need
improvement. From this emerges a belief system which leads to vision and ultimately puts
leaders in position to lead their followers.
Bennis stated that leaders must have four key competencies: ability to engage others by
creating shared meaning; a distinctive voice; integrity; and adaptive capacity (2009). While these
competencies are not selectively designed for undergraduate students, they are intended to help
guide those who desire leadership or those with the potential to be shaped into leaders, which
could include undergraduate students. Bennis was not selective about his audience, adding that
anyone can learn to lead; otherwise, there would not be a reason to write about leadership in the
first place. Of course, these are not the only competencies that Bennis felt were important, but
they were the most significant overarching themes that could help direct a leader.
In light of the relatively recent call for a new generation of leaders, more literature has
started to emerge related to educating college student leaders. Texts like Emotionally Intelligent
Leadership (Allen, Shankman, & Miguel, 2012), Exploring Leadership for College Students
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Who Want to Make a Difference (Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 2013), and The Leadership
Challenge (Kouzes & Posner, 2007) were all written specifically for college students seeking to
improve their leadership skills and abilities. While each text is valid and worthwhile on its own,
leadership books tend to give readers a list of do and do not commands that leave them with
more considerations than any one leader might realistically be able to implement.
Despite the broad scope of competencies that leadership experts contend make a great
leader, there is also literature that bridges the gap and tries to simplify the complexities of
leadership by searching for common themes in, of all things, learning outcomes in higher
education. One of the most important pieces of literature to this research explored common
themes in the learning outcomes that were required by accrediting agencies. The research found
in the literature review highlights the significance of this study which is critical of the lack of
support around leadership learning outcomes despite the need to support claims of student
success from universities and accrediting agencies. The findings of the research shed some light
on what exactly accrediting agencies expect from higher education institutions, and in turn, what
institutions should be working towards developing in their students (Sharp, Komives, & Fincher,
2011). Learning outcomes that emerged from the analysis as themes include critical thinking,
interpersonal relations with diverse others, ethics, life-long learning, and intrapersonal attributes
(Sharp, Komives, & Fincher, 2011). These outcomes are, at least in part, similar to or related to
the competencies developed in the leadership training program central to this study. Outcomes
not directly related but still found as themes in the research included management, professional
skills, and knowledge acquisition (Sharp, Komives, & Fincher, 2011). The shortcoming of the
research found in the literature as it relates to this study is that these are academic program
outcomes rather than extracurricular. Certainly, it is a mere limitation, but the gap related to the
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role and impact of extracurricular learning outcomes remains ever present. Yet, it is not entirely
void of relevant literature as a study exploring the impact of interactions between first year
students and student affairs professionals yielded results that indicated positive associations for
growth in relation to academic motivation and cognition. However, there was also a negative
association found in the interactions with regard to critical thinking (Martin & Seifert, 2011).
This literature is a perfect example of why critical thinking was included as a competency in the
department leadership program central to this study. If students become reliant upon supervisors,
other student affairs professionals, or adults in general for answers, they will find themselves as
college graduates lacking some of the most important life skills they will require to be successful
personally and professionally.
Perhaps most importantly, and adequate to summarize all of the literature up to this point,
one research study set out to synthesize all of the major leadership competencies found in
academic programs in the United States. From this research came a list of 60 competencies, with
eight themes emerging: civic responsibility, personal behavior, self-awareness and development,
communication, strategic planning, learning and reasoning, interpersonal interaction, and group
dynamics (Seemiller, 2016). While these findings are useful in developing leadership programs,
of more importance in this research is the clear suggestion that leadership and outcomes related
to leadership development should be the responsibility of higher education institutions. Echoing
the pressures of accrediting agencies, employers, and colleges and universities alike, Seemiller
(2016) stated, “Everyone in higher education must take responsibility for preparing future
graduates as leaders, and doing so can offer a multitude of benefits.” This further supports the
argument that leadership competencies are indeed a best practice, and a necessary approach, to
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developing student leaders through a leadership training program such as the one that is the
subject of this particular study.
Leadership Programs Learning Outcomes
Designing Leadership Programs to Achieve Outcomes
This study aimed to assess the effectiveness of a leadership training program by
evaluating growth through six leadership competencies. Covey (1989) described great leaders as
those who “begin with the end in mind” and, with respect to designing quality programming and
education, instructors and educators must apply the same principles to teaching to achieve
maximum learning. In other words, in order to know how to create an instructional program, one
must first understand those outcomes which are intended to be achieved by the program. Tyler
(1949) first described this concept for educators designing curricula: “Educational objectives
become the criteria by which materials are selected, content is outlined, instructional procedures
are developed, and tests and examinations are prepared” (p. 1). While it may seem logical for
educators to start with a program and then create an assessment, Tyler’s approach ensures that
learning is placed at the forefront of a lesson plan, rather than the lesson plan determining what
might be learned. Later coined “backward design” by Wiggins and McTighe in the late 1990s,
this model of beginning with outcomes flipped accidental learning into intentional learning and
created methods ensuring greater congruence between learning and teaching experiences
(Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). Rather than creating a survey to assess a particular lesson after the
lesson has been taught, for example, an instructor using backward design could instead design
the assessment as part of the curriculum design process, putting into practice those plans which
would most likely yield the educational objectives sought after from the participants. Backward
design essentially answers the questions, what evidence would be sufficient to prove someone
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learned a particular concept, and what teaching method(s) would most adequately facilitate this
learning (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005)?
Leadership Programs and Their Outcomes
Experiential learning is at the heart of leadership training programs. Participants engage
in intentionally designed activities that facilitate learning and are often accompanied by
reflective opportunities afterwards. Then participants begin to form generalizations about the
learning that took place, which they can apply in new situations, testing and retesting hypotheses
about the concepts along the way. This process is known as Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle
(Kolb, 1984) and forms the basis for many leadership programs. Competencies are often learned
through the development of programs that challenge participants to learn and grow, and more
importantly, apply the concepts and competencies they learn to their everyday lives. These
programs are often considered extracurricular in the context of higher education and are the
subject of this section of the literature review.
While there are likely hundreds of thousands of programs and lesson plans that one could
assess, this study was concerned with cohorts experiencing a training or engaging in learning
activities together. As such, the literature review of outcomes has been limited to only leadership
programs (rather than educational programs at large) specifically designed for participants in
cohorts. Additionally, only literature from the 2000s has been reviewed to keep the results
limited and focused on those which are most relevant to the year-long leadership training
program central to this study.
Dugan and Komives (2007) found that student involvement in long-term, formal
leadership programs, such as the one that is the subject of this study, significantly enhanced the
outcomes of change creation, collaboration, and establishing common purpose. Consistent with
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the idea of backward design, this research was also able to identify specific experiences that
positively enhanced leadership outcomes, including mentoring, community service, and
leadership roles. These findings set the stage for this study in which the researcher sought to
similarly identify to what extent there was a relationship between the leadership development
program and its intended outcomes. This study’s leadership training program included similar
objectives and training components to those identified in the Dugan and Komives (2007)
research. For example, two leadership competencies in this study, emotional intelligence and
communication, lend themselves to the objective of collaboration. Meanwhile, congruence with
purpose, a third leadership competency from this study, is closely related to establishing a
common purpose. This is potentially important because the leadership training program also
includes elements of mentoring, volunteer service, and various leadership opportunities spread
throughout the year. With similar competencies and aspirational outcomes, these findings may
identify overlapping similarities from this study. The external validity of the Dugan and Komives
(2007) research is strong and suggests that the results are generalizable as the study was
nationwide. Definitively linking the specific experiences of this leadership development program
with their respective results is well beyond the scope of this study, but provides plenty of room
for further research in the future.
In a much smaller qualitative study, Strawn, McKim, and Velez (2017) studied the results
of a year-long, intensive leadership development program at a large research university in the
northwest United States. The researchers specifically sought to identify if the experiences of a
leadership development program led to the outcomes they articulated. Again, this is very similar
to this study’s purpose. The research was conducted with only 11 students, and the qualitative
design included coded student feedback. While the results would be difficult to generalize, due to
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the small sample size, the findings also indicated that mentorship and experiential learning were
important themes from the program (Strawn, McKim, & Velez, 2017). Unlike this study,
however, Strawn, McKim, and Velez’s research was concerned with the link between the
specific experience within a leadership development program rather than the program itself as a
whole. Still, the findings echo Dugan and Komives’ (2007) finding that there may be significant
influences on participants who experience a leadership program such as these.
Yet another qualitative study took a phenomenological approach to follow seven women
as they went through a women’s only leadership program (Brue & Brue, 2016). Similar to the
majority of the research found throughout the literature review, this research focused more on the
elements that best enhanced learning outcomes rather than the extent to which the program or
elements of the program impacted growth in those outcomes. It also furthered the findings of
other research included in this literature review; that is, despite the small sample size, the
leadership program indeed provided opportunities for growth in the areas of cognitive and
behavioral competencies (Brue & Brue, 2016).
It is clear through qualitative research reviewed that participants of leadership
development programs felt strongly that their respective leadership education or training
program, at minimum, aided in their development. But, there is minimal research indicating the
quantitative results that can support the participant testimonials. The design of this study was
intended to pair results of the many research findings like those listed here with quantitative
findings to provide a more complete picture. As most practitioners would assert, and as the
literature confirms, anyone would be hard pressed to find a well-done leadership development
program that does not provide, at minimum, a meaningful experience for its participants.
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Assessing Competencies from Leadership Programs
In the late 1990s, the Educational Advisory Group (EAG) set out to establish a core set of
competencies that undergraduate college students could be expected to attain through their
participation in campus activities (Brill, Croft, Ogle, Holz, Smedick, Hicks, & Coats, 2009).
From this, the Competency Guide for College Student Leaders was created, outlining ten
competencies for undergraduate students. The guide included competencies and recommended
indicators of achievement for each, some of which are similar to the competencies in this study.
Of equal importance, however, is the final component of the guide, the evaluation, designed to
help students identify their own growth in the outlined areas of achievement within the guide.
This self-evaluation consisted of 30 items on a 5-point Likert scale which asked students to selfreflect and rate themselves before submitting the evaluation to an advisor who can then discuss
the results with the student leader, allowing the student to also receive feedback on their
achievement. While this guide is not a research finding, it was established as a benchmark with
considerable effort, input from professionals across the nation, and well-researched and
established literature from the field of higher education (Brill et al., 2009). The evaluation
instrument in this study follows a similar model, asking students to rate themselves with regard
to each competency. Conversations with the participants’ supervisor regarding their progress in
each competency happens periodically. While the Competency Guide may be considered a
standard for competency evaluation in higher education, there are also other means by which
competencies are evaluated.
As previously detailed, backward design suggests that outcomes should be considered
first, which can then lead to the development of curriculum. Further, outcomes should also
determine the appropriate evidence and how it will be measured for achievement. More simply,

51

backward design encourages educators to think about assessment measures from the start
(Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). However, there are many forms of assessment that can measure
achievement of a given objective. Informal checks, observations, quizzes, reflections, and tasks
are all common ways by which an outcome can be assessed (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005).
Seemiller (2016) built upon this well-established framework and assigned the most
appropriate forms of assessment based on the dimension of a given competency. Within the
knowledge dimension, in which participants are expected to gain a cognitive or conceptual
understanding of a particular issue, tests and quizzes are the most direct form of assessment.
Drawbacks of tests, however, can include text anxiety and little opportunity for students to
receive feedback from wrong answers (Seemiller, 2016). This study utilized a pre-training selfassessment and post-training self-assessment design; however, this varies from the traditional
form of a knowledge-based test where participants recite memorized or learned knowledge.
In the value dimension, Seemiller (2016) suggested utilizing narratives as they are best to
assess a participant’s perspective on the importance placed on a particular competency. This
qualitative measurement gives voice to the participant, allowing participants to describe their
learning experience in their own words. Additionally, quantitative measures, such as asking
participants to rank activities, may help assess a participant’s beliefs and changes in attitudes.
Narratives allow for depth of response and can provide a great deal of information well beyond
the limiting scope of what a researcher chooses to provide in a multiple-choice test, for example,
where the answers are limited to one of a few options. Drawbacks of this form of assessment
include the time and investment in collecting and coding responses. This study was quantitative
and does not include any narrative data, but certainly this provides opportunities for deeper
learning for future studies.
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The ability dimension necessitates the demonstration of skills and abilities to complete a
particular task. When seeking to assess competencies within this dimension, educators would do
well to do group activities or simulations in which demonstrations call for participants to
showcase their abilities. Ideally, this would also include a rubric by which an ideal standard can
be articulated (Seemiller, 2016). For example, if an educator were designing a program to
enhance the ability for participants to think critically, a rubric might outline a scale which
includes detailed descriptions of what the critical thinking competency looked like when
performed at a high level, at an average level, or at a level that does not meet expectations.
Another evaluation method for competencies within the ability dimension includes
personal inventories, in which a participant self-reports their abilities based upon the criteria
outlined by the educator (Seemiller, 2016). This study uses this form of self-assessment as a part
of its assessment instrument.
A final form of assessment in educational design includes behavioral observer
evaluations in which an educator or someone other than the participant directly observes
behaviors related to a particular competency or set of competencies. This can be quantitative or
qualitative in nature but can be difficult as it could be time-consuming, bias could challenge
observers to be objective if the observer knows the participants well, and getting external
observers can often be difficult (Seemiller, 2016).
Each of these forms of assessment comes with benefits and drawbacks, and all were
considerations in the development of the leadership training program in this study. Informed
practice means understanding what exists and what has been proven to work and aligning
educational design efforts with best practices.
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Oyinlade (2006) found that the majority of assessment procedures are not based on the
items on which the leaders are assessed (as cited in Kang & Jin, 2015), meaning there would be
no meaningful way to understand if a participant in a leadership training program, for example,
achieved a competency or even to what extent a competency was performed. With this in mind,
Kang and Jin (2015) provided three recommendations for assessing leadership effectiveness. The
first of these suggestions was to develop holistic leadership assessments, including
questionnaires and comprehensive, professionally-designed instruments. Used in combination
with one another, one assessment may be able to pinpoint the intricacies that may happen to be
the shortcoming of another assessment. Secondly, Kang and Jin (2015) recommended using
simulation exercises over the course of one to four days, providing opportunities to observe
behaviors and ensure the quality of a leader’s work. The final form of assessment for measuring
leadership effectiveness suggested by Kang and Jin (2015) entailed developing and conducting
real-time questionnaires. Surveys allow those conducting the assessments to articulate those
competencies which are most important through the questions they ask on the instrument, and
the results can produce both qualitative and quantitative data that allows for a broad
understanding of the participants’ achievement.
The work of Kang and Jin (2015) was designed for professionals to assess their
employees’ abilities as leaders. These recommendations, although not entirely unserviceable, are
relatively expensive, burdensome, and far from practical for higher education practitioners to
assess student leaders. Yet, these themes hold true for all educators who must ultimately address
the questions of what sufficient evidence would be to measure competency achievement and how
one could objectively know it has been achieved (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005).
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Leadership Programs and Student Success
The second research question of this study explores the relationship between the
leadership training program and student success. Minimal research currently exists linking
leadership training or even leadership education with student success. No matter how much
someone may believe in something’s worth, it means little to most observers without evidence to
support the claim. In this case, one may believe that there could be an impact on participant
student success as a result of the leadership training program, but without substantial proof to
support the belief, it is nothing more than a hunch. However, one article did emerge with the
intention to better understand and underscore the impact of leadership education on student
success, utilizing theory to explain how students in college can “thrive” (Stephens & Beatty,
2015). Recommendations include ensuring access to leadership classes early in a student’s
career, connecting at-risk students with leadership development programs, and assessing the
outcomes of the programs as this study intends to do. The most relevant of these
recommendations includes engaging students in their own learning to ensure that they are
applying the learned concepts to their own life experiences (Stephens & Beatty, 2015). This is
exactly what the extracurricular year-long leadership training program in this study provided. Of
course, this article falls short in providing any empirical research related to this subject,
providing the perfect opportunity for this study to build upon the work of Stephens and Beatty
(2015). More research is necessary in the way of showing the impact that student leadership
programs can have on student success. Consider that if leadership education programs can
enhance students’ critical thinking, communication, self-management, or other important
competencies, it follows that these skills may also be useful in the classroom or in aiding them
towards a timely graduation from their institution.
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Undergraduate leadership programs being hosted at the University of Texas at Austin
(UT Austin) and the University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP) are helping students develop critical
skills that help them progress towards graduation (Golding, Pitcher, Arreola, Fernandez-Pena,
Geller, Golding, Stearns, Torres, Rodriguez, Monroy, & Moncayo, 2018; Smith, 2017). The
leadership program at UT Austin is the largest student success initiative at the institution, called
the University Leadership Network (ULN), and it includes a peer mentor model similar to the
program in this study. ULN’s mission is to help students graduate in four years through
leadership development programming, academic and financial support, peer mentoring, and
other professional and experiential learning opportunities. More than two-thirds of the population
participating in ULN are both underrepresented minorities and first-time in college students,
having served more than 2,000 students as of fall 2016. Overall, the experiences of the students
progressing through ULN are fairly similar to the year-long leadership program that is the focus
of this study. While the UT Austin ULN program has received national recognition, it is difficult
to represent its impact through statistics alone as it has seen its success not in comparison to the
average graduate rates at UT Austin but in closing the gap between students who were not
predicted to be as likely to succeed by attaining persistence rates within 1.5% of the institutional
average (Smith, 2017). In summary, the ULN program has indeed shown sufficient evidence to
indicate that there is a relationship between ULN and its participants’ success at UT Austin.
However, the program reaches beyond the boundaries of this study’s program limits as it can
also influence administrative challenges such as financial hardships and academic challenges due
to its large-scale adoption at the host institution. Smith’s case study serves a wonderful
opportunity for this study to provide additional insight at its respective institution related to the
relationship of a similar but more limited leadership training program on its participants’ success.
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The program at UTEP is more similar to the program in this study in that it is exclusively
a leadership program; however, the UTEP program is designed for engineering students at the
institution. The UTEP Edge program was designed to integrate leadership development into the
undergraduate engineering curriculum for UTEP students to support the university’s objectives
and strategic initiatives (Golding et al., 2018). Also similar to the program at the center of this
study, the Edge program was not designed for the purpose of student success but instead to
support engineering students to be more career ready when they graduate. The UTEP Edge
program and this program share multiple competencies (outcomes) in common, including critical
thinking leadership, and communication. While the report about UTEP Edge claims to have
made significant strides, it is also currently working to establish statistical reporting methods to
accurately represent its effects, which are underway as of fall 2018 (Golding et al., 2018). This
report is yet another spring board that simultaneously provides insight that there may be a
relationship between programs like this and student success while also leaving much to be
desired to show satisfactory evidence of that relationship.
Chapter Summary
What is left after reviewing the literature relevant to this study are many paths to a similar
destination. It is clear that any number of competencies could be deemed appropriate to develop
leaders, but there is some agreement around which themes might be most important. It is perhaps
equally unclear, however, if there is enough literature currently to indicate that those are indeed
the best competencies to develop leaders or if instead they are merely what accrediting agencies
and institutions have mutually agreed upon. There is, on the other hand, plenty of literature
related to learning outcomes and leadership programs, creating increased pressure for institutions
to respond to these programs that are generally accomplishing what they set out to do. And
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finally, there are very few pieces of literature to show a relationship between leadership
education and student success, which creates a tremendous opportunity for this study and future
similar studies.
Chapter 3 presents the methods used to conduct the study.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS
Restatement of the Problem
With so much emphasis being placed on added value and outcomes-based learning within
higher education, it has become more important than ever to understand the student experience
and the impact of that experience on students’ development. Further, since institutions are
increasingly concerned with student success, and the task of achieving student success largely
falls upon the programs and services offered by university student affairs departments, it is
critical that student affairs staff can understand and articulate the influence on and relationship
between outcomes-based learning and student success. This study aimed to identify changes in
self-perceptions of competence in six key competency areas (communication, emotional
intelligence, critical thinking, servant leadership, self-management, and congruence with
purpose) as reported on a pre- and post-training self-assessment. It further sought to determine
the relationship between that change and one important element of student success, persistence
of the participants at the institution after completion of the leadership training program.
Research Questions
This research was designed to answer the following questions:
1. What changes occur in participants’ perceptions of their own competence in six key
leadership competencies as measured by a pre-training and post-training self-assessment?
2. What is the relationship between changes in participants’ perceptions of their own
competence in six key leadership competencies and their persistence in enrollment at the
University upon completion of the leadership training program?
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Context
This study was concerned with change in self-perceptions of competence that a student
reports to have experienced in six specific competencies after participating in a leadership
training program. Assessing change from the starting point to the end point of this study required
data collection both before and after the leadership training program. As such, at the onset of a
new team of student employees being hired in 2014, the researcher developed and implemented a
pre-training self-assessment to gauge both students’ knowledge of institutional information and
the self-reported perceptions of competence in six key competencies in relation to their job duties
and the (at the time) newly designed leadership competencies. At the completion of the
leadership training program, the researcher asked students to complete the same survey (a posttraining self-assessment) for comparison to their baseline inputs. This study was not concerned
with the knowledge portion of the survey but only the self-reported perceptions of competence
specific to the leadership competency statements from the pre-training and post-training selfassessment of each participant.
Since then, the department in which the researcher was employed has collected
completed self-assessment data for each of the participant cohorts from 2015 to 2018. The data
were stored in a locked desk drawer in the office of one of the researcher’s coworkers. To
analyze the results of the two assessments, the researcher used a paired-samples t-test comparing
the responses from each assessment (see Appendix E).
Research Design
This was an ex-post facto study using pre-training and post-training self-assessment data
from students who had participated in the leadership training program from 2015 to 2018. “The
basic premise behind the pretest-posttest design involves obtaining a pretest measure of the
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outcome of interest prior to administering some treatment, followed by a posttest on the same
measure after the treatment occurs” (Salkind, 2010). This ex-post facto study used a similar
concept in the pre-training and post-training self-assessments to measure change in survey
responses from student participants before and after participating in the leadership training
program. The pre-training self-assessment was administered just before the start of the year-long
leadership training program; and the post-training self-assessment was taken upon completion of
the program. There were no control groups in this study as there was no group of participants
from whom the leadership training program had been withheld. All participants, by design,
completed the entire leadership training program.
Each leadership competency has five corresponding statements on the survey instrument
specifically associated with that competency (see Appendix D). The researcher measured
differences in pre- and post-training responses for each individual question, using the average of
responses to each group of questions by competency and the overall average for each participant.
In this study, the independent variable was the leadership training program and the dependent
variable was student growth as measured by the self-assessment responses.
Setting and Participants
This research was conducted at a large, public, research institution in an urban area in the
southeast United States. The study included only the student employees who participated in the
department’s year-long leadership training program. There were about 100 students on average
who participated in this program annually. While the program had been in existence for more
than 12 years, it had undergone significant changes, most notably in 2015, which was the first
year of data collection represented in this study. Moreover, the 2015 cohort also represented the
first year in which the participants completed, and the department collected, the self-assessment
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before and after training, as explained in Chapter One. This department was selected for its
intensive leadership training and volume of student participation. Moreover, the student leaders
who completed the leadership training program over the past few years had gone on to establish
themselves as leaders in the campus community. Former participants included student body
presidents, university Ambassadors, peer mentors, and senior leaders in other campus
departments. The reputation of the leadership training program had taken hold via word of
mouth, with students sharing their experiences with their friends and other students, leading to
the selection process for each subsequent year becoming increasingly more selective.
The research population in this study included undergraduate students who worked in the
department as first-time employees from 2015 – 2018 and must have completed the full year. In
other words, participants who opted out, were terminated, or otherwise did not complete the full
training program were not included in this study. Participants in this study represented every
college at the institution, as well as first time in college students, transfer students, and every
class standing from freshmen to seniors. Some participants were international students, and
others were domestic students, from both in-state and out-of-state residency status. Participants
ranged from ages 18 to 22.
In 2019, the department made a significant change in its leadership training program,
adding a seventh competency and making significant changes to the delivery and content in the
leadership training program. Thus, the 2019 cohort of student leaders were not included in the
sample of this study.
To avoid sampling effect threats to internal validity, the researcher included all first-time
participants who completed the leadership training program in these cohort years rather than
selecting a sample size or sample group. For this study, it was important to distinguish between
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first-time participants and participants who were returning to the job for a second or third year.
Returning participants were removed from the analysis of this study as they had already been
exposed to the leadership training program once before and had taken both assessments
previously, as well. While returning participants were still expected to continue their growth in
the competencies, there were also additional expectations of a second or third-time participant.
As such, the variables a returning participant experienced may have significantly altered their
results which is why they were omitted from this study.
Data Collection
This study analyzed data on approximately 200 undergraduate participants who attended
the institution and participated in the leadership training program from 2015 – 2018. The
research instrument was a self-assessment distributed to all participants at the onset of the
leadership training program and then again upon its conclusion. The assessment included 30
statements, each measured on a 5-point Likert scale, meaning all responses fall between 1 – 5,
where 1 represents “strongly disagree” and 5 represents “strongly agree”. There were six
competencies and five statements per competency, making a total of 30 statements. The highest
total response possible would be 150.
Because the data had already been collected, students were not active participants in the
study. However, all the data analyzed for this study were considered primary data and were
collected after the completion of the leadership training program each year without interference
from the researcher (Salkind, 2010). To ensure the confidentiality and protection of the
participants, the data were safely secured in a locked drawer until data analysis. Due to possible
personal relationships with the participants, the researcher anonymized the respondents by
assigning them random participant numbers so the researcher could not identify the responses by
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name while analyzing the results. To prevent researcher interference, the researcher took
measures including having a third party distribute and collect the assessments to ensure quality
assurance at the onset of the administration and collection of the instrument. Furthermore,
identifying information was removed from the collected instruments by a third party to ensure
confidentiality of participants.
Data Analysis
The data analyzed in this study included the results of the administrations of the research
instrument. The research instrument can be found in Appendix C, and the alignment matrix of
the instrument to the competencies can be found in Appendix D. Lastly, the research methods
and analyses can be found in Appendix E.
Individual Participant Mean Change
Each individual participant provided 30 unique responses from the pre-training selfassessment. These responses were compared to the 30 unique responses provided from the
participant’s individual post-training self-assessment. This comparison provided a measure of
change for each individual respondent for each individual statement. The individual change was
represented by a number that could range from -4 to +4. For example, if a participant provided
the lowest possible response of 1 (strongly disagree) for a statement on the pre-training selfassessment, and then provided the highest possible response of 5 (strongly agree) for the same
statement on the post-training self-assessment, the participant’s change for that statement would
be represented as +4, indicating that the participant’s response increased by 4 from the pre- to the
post-training self-assessment. The changes in responses were summed and averaged to represent
an overall mean change per individual participant, as shown in Table 2. These means could be
positive or negative numbers, with positive numbers representing higher self-reported levels of
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competence after the leadership training program and negative numbers representing lower selfreported levels of competence after the leadership training program.
Table 2
Example Individual Participant Responses Mean Change
Statement

Pre-Self Assessment
Response

Post-Self Assessment
Response

Change

1

1

2

+1

2

3

1

-2

3

1

1

0

4

2

4

+2

5

1

4

+3

6

1

2

+1

7

5

3

-2

8

4

4

0

9

3

4

+1

10

4

3

-1

Sum

25

28

+3

Mean

2.5

2.8

0.3

To understand if there was any statistical significance between the differences in results
from the pre- to the post-training self-assessment results, the researcher utilized a paired samples
t-test with the different points in time (before the leadership training program and after the
leadership training program) as the independent variables (see Appendix E). This analysis
provided insight to determine if the difference in results before and after was statistically
significant.
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Competency Group Mean Change
Further analysis was conducted to assess individual participant mean changes by
competency. Each competency was represented by five statements. The responses to these
statements were tallied and averaged to gain an overall competency average per participant. As
an example, a participant’s overall mean change could be 1.5, with means of 1 for
communication, 1 for servant leadership, 2 for critical thinking, 2 for emotional intelligence, 0
for self-management, and 3 for congruence with purpose. The overall mean in this example
would represent the mean change of the individual from pre- to post-training self-assessment
while each competency mean would represent the mean change from the pre- to the post-training
self-assessment for only the statements that apply to each competency, as shown in Table 3.
Table 3
Example Individual Participant Competency Group Mean Change
Competency Group

Pre-Training
Self-Assessment
Mean

Post-Training
Self-Assessment
Mean

Change

Communication

1

2

+1

Servant Leadership

3

4

+1

Critical Thinking

2

4

+2

Emotional Intelligence

3

5

+2

Self-Management

2

2

0

Congruence with Purpose

1

4

+3

Sum

12

21

9

Mean

2.0

3.5

1.5

Similar to the individual participant responses mean change results, the competency
group responses mean change results were also analyzed through a paired samples t-test, again
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yielding information to determine whether there was a statistically significant difference in the
results from before and after the leadership training program (see Appendix E).
Cohort and Demographic Group Mean Change
The overall mean change per individual and the competency group mean change per
individual were also summed and averaged to calculate the individual mean change for all
participants, individual mean change per cohort year, individual mean competency change for all
participants, and individual mean competency change per cohort year. These means provided a
broad view of the change reported by participants in their overall competence and within the
framework of each competency. Analyzing the change by cohort year allowed for comparisons
to be drawn between each year of the leadership training program included in the study,
considering the delivery and content changes that occurred from year to year within the
leadership training program.
Further, additional demographic information was analyzed to shed light on the
differences in how various groups of participants self-perceived their competence before and
after the leadership training program. For this study, three primary demographic groups were
compared. When selected for the leadership training program, participants were grouped by their
subgroup, previously referred to as the “demographic” for which they were hired to work, being
either first year students or transfer students. This subgroup represented the first analysis,
comparing participants who attended the university as transfer students and participants who
were first time in college students. The next grouping was by sex. In this study, all participants
identify as either male or female. The third and final demographic group comparison was based
broadly on nationality. Each year a number of participants in the leadership training program are
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international students and as such, participants were also able to be grouped as domestic or
international, and these two groups were thus compared.
For each of the aforementioned variables (student type, sex, and nationality), an
independent samples t-test was run to examine the difference in mean change from the different
groups (see Appendix E). The results of this statistical analysis indicated the mean scores of first
time in college participants, transfer student participants, male participants, female participants,
domestic participants, and international participants. By utilizing the independent t-test, the
researcher was able to examine the difference in mean change for participants in each group,
identifying whether the differences in means across these variables were statistically significant.
Change and Participant Persistence
The second research question in this study pertained to the self-perceived change from
the aforementioned analyses and its relationship to participant persistence at the institution. To
measure this, the researcher requested enrollment information from the institution pertaining to
the undergraduate enrollment status of each participant for the year following their participation
in the leadership training program. The leadership training program outlined, as a required
prerequisite for hire, that a participant be enrolled as a full-time student through the fall semester.
As stated in the definition of terms, persistence was measured for the academic year following
the completion of the leadership training program. As such, data requested related to student
enrollment status spanned three semesters: spring, summer, and fall. Persistence, for this study,
was classified as a categorical variable, described in one of three nominal categories: enrolled,
not enrolled, or graduated. The institution at which this study took place considered students to
be enrolled full-time if they were registered for at least 12 credit hours per semester. Enrolled
and graduated both indicate that the student did persist, as per the definition of persistence.
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Students who were listed as not enrolled were considered as not having persisted. Special
consideration in this case must be given to the summer term enrollment status, as it is not an
institutional requirement that a student be considered full-time in the summer term. Students who
did not persist in summer were only considered as not persisting if they were also not enrolled in
the subsequent fall semester.
To analyze the relationship between the categorical dependent variable of persistence and
the independent variable of mean change, the researcher utilized a logistic regression analysis,
which explained the relationship between participant persistence and their mean change results
(see Appendix E).
Limitations
Limitations typically include things that are out of the control of the researcher but that
are known threats that could negatively affect the results (Roberts, 2010). Limitations of this
study include methodology limitations; threats to internal validity, which has to do with whether
or not the study did what it intended to do (Roberts, 2010); and researcher bias.
Instrument Limitations
Conducting an assessment before and after a training program presented a few
limitations. The researcher considered these in choosing the research design and decided on it
because it allowed the researcher to examine change in a participant between two points in time,
before and after the leadership training program. Some educators, however, may consider a 30question survey to be insufficient to adequately measure six competencies. Of course, the 30question format was by design to assess specific elements of the leadership training program
through an instrument that was manageable for both the researcher and the participant.
Additionally, research designed around pre-training and post-training self-assessments was
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limited to the snapshot of time starting with the pre-training self-assessment, in this case before
the leadership training program, and concluding with the post-training self-assessment after the
leadership training program. It was beyond the scope of this method to identify whether or not
participants continued to develop in the competencies after the point of the post-training selfassessment.
Further, the pre- and post-training self-assessments that participants took only
represented how they perceived their own change, not whether or not there was demonstrated
behavioral change, nor whether the leadership training program accomplished what it aimed to
accomplish, which was to develop student leaders. This limitation is noted and was an important
consideration in describing the significance of and next steps after this study.
While other forms of measurement were taken through the course of each participant’s
journey in the year-long leadership training program, including qualitative notes from supervisor
one-on-one meetings, reflection papers, and exam results, only the results of the self-assessments
were included in this study for the sake of keeping it scalable and manageable. Future studies
like this could, however, include all of the qualitative data that would assist in triangulating
results and further elaborate on the quantitative findings. This study was not concerned with
causality but correlation.
Leadership Training Program Changes
The leadership training program was developed in its current form in 2015 and is still in
practice as of the time of this writing. From 2015 to 2018, the leadership training program did
undergo minor changes. These changes were made year after year to continually improve the
experience for its participants. While it would be difficult to state with certainty to what extent
these changes impacted the participants from one year to the next, it must be stated that the
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changes were made intentionally, and as such, could very possibly have some impact on the
lived experiences of the participants.
These changes ranged from documented curriculum changes to undocumented
supervisory experiences. For example, in 2014 and 2015, participants were asked to contribute to
a service project benefitting a local community nonprofit organization during the weekend
retreat. However, from 2016 and beyond, the researcher and colleagues decided that the service
project no longer served as a high impact practice, and it was eliminated and replaced with an
individual reflection activity instead. This change was based in part on the feedback from
participants in those first two years, so it could be argued that it was not impactful one way or
another since they suggested it be replaced. This would be an example of a documented change
in that it was included in the curriculum for two years and removed for all years to follow.
As an example of undocumented differences from one year to the next, the department
had multiple different supervisors serve as the direct points of contact for participants throughout
the years. Each supervisor was unique and established personal relationships with the
participants. These relationships can sometimes improve or deteriorate the experience of a
student in any student involvement experience. While supervisors were expected to follow an
agreed upon schedule of one-on-one meetings, evaluations, and feedback practices, each was still
their own unique human with nuanced individual ways of supervising within the framework of
the leadership training program. Again, it would be difficult to state the impact of these changes
from one year to the next, which is why it was important these were included as limitations to
this study.
There was no change in the experience of the recruitment, hiring, or selection of these
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participants from one year to the next, so it is unlikely that the pre-participation experiences of
participants was impacted by this consideration.
Threats to Internal Validity
The internal validity threats that were possible limitations to this study include history,
maturation, selection, and testing. History refers to any event that may have taken place between
the pre- training self-assessment and the post-training self-assessment that could possibly affect
the outcome or change in participant responses (Kaya, 2015). Maturation of the participants
relates to the natural growth process that may have occurred independent of the leadership
training program, which would also be very difficult to assess or control for (Kaya, 2015).
Further, it was an expected minimum requirement of all participants to have some leadership
experience, or at least a stated desire to develop as a leader. As such, participants may have been
inclined to develop as leaders independent of their participation in the leadership training
program. History and maturation are both difficult to control for without a control group, which
was beyond the scope of this study.
The participants of this study became participants by applying for a highly competitive
campus job. Only about 15 to 20% of all applicants for the position were selected annually.
Consequently, the participants of this study were not selected at random nor is there a control
group for comparison. The participants in this study must have had a 2.75 grade point average or
higher to meet the minimum eligibility requirements for participation in the leadership training
program. Moreover, their selection as participants was due, at least in part, to their leadership,
extracurricular, and academic experiences at their previous educational institution (high school
or other higher education institution) and at the institution in this study. It is possible if not likely
that the selected participants in this study may have already been more inclined to perceive
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themselves as more competent relative to their peers simply because of who they were. Further,
they may also have already been more inclined to persist in enrollment as indicated by their prior
academic performance and campus involvement experiences. These prior experiences would
prove useful in performing the duties of their Orientation Leader job and, in fact, prior work
experience was a factor in selecting them for the position. It is worth noting that some of the
participants may have returned for a second or even third year. These participants’ second-year
(or third-year, in some cases) results were omitted from the analysis.
The pre- and post-training self-assessment design of the instrument also posed a testing
threat to internal validity in that participants had taken the survey once already by the time they
took it again as a post-training self-assessment. The participants may have been affected by
taking the same survey twice. In consideration of this threat, participants completed the pretraining self-assessment very early in the program and completed the post-training selfassessment at the latest possible date prior to the completion of their term of employment. Of
course, they may have remembered the first assessment, and it is possible that it could have
affected the results of the post-training self-assessment.
Researcher Bias
The researcher developed this study and the instrument because of close personal
interactions with the students who would eventually come to participate in the leadership training
program and due to personal and professional interest in leadership education. The context
provided in this chapter and in Chapter One provide additional insight as to how this series of
events unfolded, but there is no way around the importance of this work to the researcher.
Further, the researcher has dedicated a great deal of his professional career to the learning,
teaching, and practice of leadership. Having taught leadership courses, including the course
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taken by the participants of this study, for approximately eight years at the time of this writing,
and practicing leadership education outside of the classroom for twelve years, the researcher’s
knowledge of essential undergraduate student leadership competencies and the respective
practices which enhance undergraduate student learning were important factors in both the
development of the participant self-evaluation instrument and the design of this study.
Considering this background, the researcher has a clear population bias. However,
because the data were quantitative and the identifying traits of participants removed, the
researcher’s bias was mitigated as the statistical findings from the research did not allow for
subjective interpretation as might be found in a qualitative study. These controls allowed for the
researcher to remain as objective as possible in the analysis of the data in this study.
Chapter Summary
This chapter provided a description of the study context and participants. Data collection
and analysis procedures were detailed. Limitations and threats to internal validity were
discussed.
Chapter 4 presents the results of the study.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS
Introduction
The purpose of this ex-post facto study was twofold: first, to identify changes in
participants’ self-perceptions of their competence in six key leadership competencies, as reported
from a pre-training and post-training self-assessment; and secondly, to identify the relationship
between the participants’ self-reported changes and their persistence in enrollment at the
University upon completion of the leadership training program.
The sample included a total of 201 undergraduates who completed the yearlong
leadership training program, having participated in both the pre- and post-training selfassessments in the years 2015 through 2018 (N=201). Of the total, 65% of the participants were
female (n=131), and 35% were male (n=70); 18% were international students (n=37), and 82%
were domestic students (n=164). By years in school, the participants varied from first year to
fourth year students with 41% being first year students (n=82), 35% second year students (n=71);
19% were third year students (n=39); 4% were fourth year students (n=9). All participants were
enrolled as undergraduate students at the time both self-assessments were completed. Table 4
presents the descriptive statistics of the sample population included in the data set.
The distribution of demographic cohorts such as sex and class standing within the total
sample were by design as the participants were hired to be on a team of undergraduate students
intentionally modeled to represent the broader student body population of the institution at which
the study took place. This relatively similar demographic representation of the sample to the
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broader population could be considered a strength of the study as such a sample allows for the
results to be generalized to the broader domain of all undergraduate students at the institution.
The participants in the study also represented four years of cohorts, from 2015 to 2018.
The 2015 cohort represented 24% of the sample (n=49); the 2016 cohort was 26% of the sample
(n=52); the 2017 cohort was 26% of the sample (n=53); and the 2018 cohort was 23% of the
sample (n=47). Finally, participants were also categorized by country of origin, with groupings
based on domestic (participants born in the United States) or international (participants born
outside of the United States). Domestic students represented 82% of the sample (n=164) while
international students represented 18% of the sample (n=37).
Table 4
Descriptive Statistics of Sample Population (N=201)
Demographic
Cohort Year

Year in School

Student Type
Sex
Nationality

Category

N

% of Sample

2015
2016
2017
2018

49
52
53
47

24
26
26
23

First Year
Second Year
Third Year
Fourth Year

82
71
39
9

41
35
19
4

First Year Student
Transfer Student

126
75

63
37

Female
Male

131
70

65
35

Domestic
International

164
37

82
18
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Individual Participant Mean Change
Data related to the first research question, “What changes occur in participants’
perceptions of their own competence in six key leadership competencies as measured by a pretraining and post-training self-assessment?” are described in this section. Each participant
answered 30 questions related to their self-perception of their competence in six key
competencies in the pre-training self-assessment prior to participating in the leadership training
program. These responses were compared to the 30 responses to the same questions provided
from the participant’s post-training self-assessment. The difference provided a measure of
change for each individual respondent for each individual statement. These individual changes
were represented by a number that can range from -4 to +4. The change in responses were
summed and averaged to represent overall mean change per individual participant, as shown in
Figure 2.
The highest individual participant mean change was 1.16, representing a positive increase
in self-reported growth overall. Only three participants self-reported overall change responses
higher than 1.0, with the other two being slightly less than the highest overall change at 1.1 each.
Overall, 146 participants self-reported positive overall change. Of the participants who reported
positive change, the mean change was .35. Of the 201 total participants, nine self-reported no
change between the mean pre-training self-assessment and mean post-training self-assessment. It
is worth clarifying, however, that this does not necessarily indicate a participant’s responses
were identical for all 30 questions but rather that the average of all 30 responses in the pre- and
post-assessment were identical. Participants who self-reported no overall mean change did
indicate both positive and negative changes at the individual question and competency levels in
their pre- and post-assessments. Lastly, 46 participants self-reported negative overall mean
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change, with the lowest of these means being -.73. Of these 46 participants, the mean overall
change was -.25. It is possible that their participation in the leadership training program provided
key knowledge that they did not possess when taking the pre-training self-assessment, leading to
a negative overall mean change. The overall mean change for the total population was .20.
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Figure 2
Individual Participant Mean Change
Note. Individual participant overall mean change, sorted from greatest reported change to least.
To understand if there was any statistical significance between the differences in the
individual participant mean change results between the self-assessments, the researcher utilized a
paired samples t-test with the different points in time (before the leadership training program and
after the leadership training program) as the independent variables. The null hypothesis of this
paired samples t-test was that the difference between the mean pre-training self-assessment and
the mean post-training self-assessment was equal to 0. The paired samples t-test was conducted
to determine if there was a significant difference in the average scores between the two
assessments. The mean pre-training self-assessment result was 3.8, with a standard deviation of
.33, and the mean post-training self-assessment was 4.0, with a standard deviation of .37. Table 5
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displays the means of the self-assessments taken by all participants. With a significance level of
a=0.05, or 5%, the p-value was very small (p is less than .0001), meaning the results are
statistically significant. From these results, two things can be concluded: First, that the pretraining self-assessment results were significantly different from the post-training selfassessment results; Secondly, on average, participants self-reported their results to be higher by a
factor of .20 in the post-training self-assessment, after the leadership training program.
Table 5
Participant Self-Assessment Statistics (N=201)
Self-Assessment

Mean

Minimum

Maximum

3.8

Standard
Deviation
.33

Pre-Training
Self-Assessment
Post-Training
Self-Assessment

3.0

4.8

4.0

.37

2.87

5.0

Competency Group Mean Change
To further analyze what changes occurred in participants’ perceptions of their
competence in the six key competency areas, the results of the self-assessments were grouped by
competencies and analyzed using another paired samples t-test. The six competencies were:
communication, emotional intelligence, critical thinking, servant leadership, self-management,
and congruence with purpose. Each competency was represented by five questions on the
assessments, and the responses to these statements were tallied and averaged to gain an overall
competency mean per participant. In this section, a paired samples t-test was calculated for each
competency using the individual scores grouped by the statements tied to that competency. In
total, six paired samples t-tests were run to analyze the changes that occurred between pre- and
post-training assessments. For example, statements 1, 9, 11, 23, and 30 represented the first
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competency, communication (see Appendix D), and an individual’s responses could be averaged
to create their competency group mean, as shown in Table 6.
Table 6
Example Individual Participant Responses for the Communication Competency
Statement

Pre-Training
Self-Assessment
Response

Post-Training
Self-Assessment
Response

Change

1

1

2

+1

9

3

1

-2

11

1

1

0

23

2

4

+2

30

3

4

+1

Mean

2

2.4

0.4

Communication Competency
To understand if there was any statistical significance between the differences in the
responses between pre-assessments and post-training assessments for the communication
competency, the researcher utilized a paired samples t-test with the different points in time
(before the leadership training program and after the leadership training program) as the
independent variables. The null hypothesis of this paired samples t-test was that the difference
between the communication mean pre-training self-assessment and the communication mean
post-training self-assessment was equal to 0. The paired samples t-test was conducted to
determine if there was a significant difference in the average scores between the two
assessments. The mean pre-training self-assessment result was 3.9, with a standard deviation of
.48, and the mean post-training self-assessment was 4.0, with a standard deviation of .48. With a
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significance level of a=0.05, or 5%, the p-value of 0.004 was very small, meaning the results are
statistically significant. From these results, two things can be concluded: First, the
communication competency pre-training self-assessment results were significantly different from
the post-training self-assessment results. Second, on average, participants self-reported their
results to be higher by a factor of .1 in the post-training self-assessment after the leadership
training program. Table 7 presents the mean responses to the questions specifically related only
to the communication competency in the pre- and post-training self-assessments.
Table 7
Communication Competency Statistics (N=201)
Self-Assessment

Mean

Minimum

Maximum

3.9

Standard
Deviation
.48

Pre-Training
Self-Assessment
Post-Training
Self-Assessment

2.4

5.0

4.0

.48

2.2

5.0

Servant Leadership Competency
To understand if there is any statistical significance between the differences in the
responses between pre- and post-training self-assessments with the servant leadership
competency, the researcher again utilized a paired samples t-test with the different points in time
(pre-assessment and post-assessment) as the independent variables. The null hypothesis of this
paired samples t-test was that the difference between the servant leadership mean pre-training
self-assessment and the servant leadership mean post-training self-assessment was equal to 0.
The paired samples t-test was conducted to determine if there was a significant difference in the
average scores between the two assessments. The mean pre-training self-assessment result was
3.8, with a standard deviation of .52, and the mean post-training self-assessment was 3.98 with a
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standard deviation of .50. With a significance level of a=0.05, or 5%, the p-value was less than
.0001, which is extremely low, indicating statistically significant results. Similar to the first
competency, these results indicate that the servant leadership competency pre-training selfassessment results were significantly different from the post-training self-assessment results.
Table 8 displays the mean responses to the questions specifically related only to the servant
leadership competency in the pre- and post-training self-assessments.
Table 8
Servant Leadership Competency Statistics (N=201)
Self-Assessment

Mean

Minimum

Maximum

3.8

Standard
Deviation
.52

Pre-Training
Self-Assessment
Post-Training
Self-Assessment

2.4

4.6

3.98

.50

2.6

5.0

Critical Thinking Competency
A third paired samples t-test was utilized to assess the significance between the critical
thinking pre-training self-assessment and post-training self-assessment. Identical to the previous
competencies, the null hypothesis of this paired samples t-test was that the difference between
the critical thinking mean pre-training self-assessment and the critical thinking mean posttraining self-assessment was equal to 0. The mean pre-training self-assessment result was 3.9,
with a standard deviation of .47, and the mean post-training self-assessment was 4.0, with a
standard deviation of .43. With a significance level of a=0.05, or 5%, the p-value of 0.006 was
very small, meaning the results are statistically significant. Similar to the prior two
competencies, the results from the pre- to the post-training self-assessment within the critical
thinking competency were significantly different. Table 9 displays the mean responses to the
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questions specifically related only to the critical thinking competency in the pre- and posttraining self-assessments.
Table 9
Critical Thinking Competency Statistics (N=201)
Self-Assessment

Mean

Minimum

Maximum

3.9

Standard
Deviation
.47

Pre-Training
Self-Assessment
Post-Training
Self-Assessment

2.6

5.0

4.0

.43

2.8

5.0

Emotional Intelligence Competency
Another paired samples t-test was conducted to assess the difference between the
emotional intelligence competency pre-training self-assessment and post-training selfassessment. The null hypothesis of this paired samples t-test was that the difference between the
emotional intelligence mean pre-training self-assessment and mean post-training self-assessment
was equal to 0. In this t-test, the mean pre-training self-assessment result was 3.8, with a standard
deviation of .48, and the mean post-training self-assessment was 4.0, with a standard deviation of
.49. With a significance level of a=0.05, or 5%, the p-value was less than .0001, or extremely
small, meaning the results are statistically significant. These findings indicate that the difference
of .2 between the mean pre-training self-assessment and post-training self-assessment scores for
the emotional intelligence competency were statistically significant. Table 10 presents the mean
responses to the questions specifically related only to the emotional intelligence competency in
the pre- and post-training self-assessments.
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Table 10
Emotional Intelligence Competency Statistics (N=201)
Self-Assessment

Mean

Minimum

Maximum

3.8

Standard
Deviation
.48

Pre-Training
Self-Assessment
Post-Training
Self-Assessment

2.4

5.0

4.0

.49

2.2

5.0

Self-Management Competency
To understand if there is any statistical significance between the differences in the
responses between pre-training self-assessments and post-training self-assessments within the
self-management competency, the paired samples t-test with a null hypothesis of the differences
between means being equal to 0 was utilized. The results, like the prior competencies, indicated
statistical significance with a p-value of less than .0001. The mean pre-training self-assessment
result was 3.7, with a standard deviation of .6, and the mean post-training self-assessment was
4.0, with a standard deviation of .47. Table 11 presents the mean responses to the questions
specifically related only to the self-management competency in the pre- and post-training selfassessments.
Table 11
Self-Management Competency Statistics (N=201)
Self-Assessment

Mean

Minimum

Maximum

3.7

Standard
Deviation
.6

Pre-Training
Self-Assessment
Post-Training
Self-Assessment

2.2

5.0

4.0

.47

2.6

5.0
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Congruence With Purpose Competency
A final paired samples t-test was utilized to understand if there is any statistical
significance between the differences in the pre-training self-assessment and post-training selfassessment responses within the congruence with purpose competency. For this final
competency, the mean pre-training self-assessment result was 3.7, with a standard deviation of
.48, and the mean post-training self-assessment was 4.0, with a standard deviation of .43. With a
significance level of a=0.05, or 5%, the p-value was less than .0001, indicating statistically
significant results. Table 12 displays the mean responses to the questions specifically related
only to the congruence with purpose competency in the pre- and post-training self-assessments.
Table 12
Congruence With Purpose Competency Statistics (N=201)
Self-Assessment

Mean

Minimum

Maximum

3.7

Standard
Deviation
.48

Pre-Training
Self-Assessment
Post-Training
Self-Assessment

2.2

5.0

4.0

.43

2.6

5.0

Overall Competency Group Mean Change
Each of the paired t-test results proved to be statistically significant, meaning that the
differences in self-reported competence before the leadership training program and after the
leadership training program are likely to not have been due to random chance. With a
significance level of 95% (a=0.05) for each of the paired samples t-tests, it can be concluded
with 95% confidence that there was not statistical error due to random chance.
Among the six competencies, the highest mean pre-training self-assessment was
communication with a mean of 3.9. In plain terms, on average, participants answered their pre85

training self-assessment for this competency with higher responses than the remaining five
competencies. However, communication was not the highest mean competency in the posttraining self-assessment. Instead, self-management had the highest mean among the
competencies on the post-training self-assessment with a mean of 4.03. The lowest competency
mean on the pre-training self-assessment was self-management with a mean of 3.7, meaning it
was also the competency with the greatest self-reported growth, on average, between pre- and
post-training self-assessment responses, with a difference between means of .3. Finally, the
lowest competency post-training self-assessment mean was congruence with purpose, with a
mean of 3.96, as shown in Table 13.
Table 13
Paired Samples T-Test Results by Competency Group
Competency

PreTraining
Assessment
M

PreTraining
Assessment
SD

PostTraining
Assessment
M

PostTraining
Assessment
SD

P value
(a=0.05)

Communication

3.912

.478

4.016

.481

.0040

Servant
Leadership

3.803

.523

3.975

.497

< .0001

Critical
Thinking

3.898

.468

4.022

.427

.0006

Emotional
Intelligence

3.794

.484

4.004

.492

< .0001

SelfManagement

3.724

.601

4.029

.465

< .0001

Congruence
with Purpose

3.739

.478

3.962

.431

< .0001
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Cohort and Demographic Group Mean Change
The participants in this study participated in the leadership training program in cohorts,
organized for this study by year, ranging from 2015 to 2018, representing four cohorts. A total of
201 undergraduates completed the year long leadership training program, participating in both
the pre-training self-assessment and post-training self-assessment (N=201). The sample sizes of
these cohorts varied with a range from 47 to 53 participants per year, with an average cohort size
of 50 participants. In total, 65% of the participants identified as female (n=131) and 35% of the
participants identified as male (n=70); 18% were international students (n=37) and 82% were
domestic students (n=164). By years in school (self-reported by participants at the time of pretraining self-assessment), the participants varied from first year to fourth year students with the
majority of participants (41%) being first year students (n=82); 35% were second year students
(n=71); 19% were third year students (n=39); and 4% were fourth year students (n=9). This
section will provide an analysis of the research questions as they relate to differences among
cohorts, participant sex, student type, and years in school.
2015 Cohort
The 2015 cohort represented 24.4% of the total sample (p=49), with 69% of participants
who identified as female (n=34) and 31% of participants who identified as male (n=15).
The mean of the pre-training self-assessment for the 2015 cohort was 3.83; the mean of
the post-training self-assessment for the 2015 cohort was 3.93, equating to a difference of .09
between the averages of the pre- and post-training self-assessment responses.
Individual Mean Change.
The individual mean change represents the mean overall scores of each individual
participant within the cohort at the time of the pre-training self-assessment and again at the post-
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training self-assessment. A paired samples t-test at a confidence level of 95% (a=0.05) was
utilized to analyze the differences between the overall scores within the cohort. With a p-value of
0.022, the difference between these means is considered statistically significant. As such, the null
hypothesis that there was no difference between the pre-training self-assessment and posttraining self-assessment responses is rejected.
2016 Cohort
The 2016 cohort represented 25.9% of the total sample (p=52), with 59.6% of
participants who identified as female (n=31) and 40.4% of participants who identified as male
(n=15).
The mean of the pre-training self-assessment for the 2016 cohort was 3.81; the mean of
the post-training self-assessment for the 2016 cohort was 4.01, equating to a difference of 0.2
between the averages of the pre- and post-training self-assessment responses.
Individual Mean Change.
A paired samples t-test at a confidence level of 95% (a=0.05) was utilized to analyze the
differences between the overall scores. With a p-value of 0.0004, the difference between these
means is considered very statistically significant. As such, the null hypothesis that there was no
difference between the pre-training self-assessment and post-training self-assessment responses
was rejected.
2017 Cohort
The 2017 cohort was the largest cohort of the total sample and represented 26.3% of the
total sample (p=53). In the 2017 cohort, 64.2% of participants identified as female (n=34) and
35.8% of participants identified as male (n=19).
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The mean of pre-training self-assessment responses for the 2017 cohort was 3.67; the
mean of post-training self-assessment responses for the 2017 cohort was 3.95, equating to a
difference of 0.27 between the averages of the pre- and post-training self-assessment responses.
Individual Mean Change.
A paired samples t-test at a confidence level of 95% (a=0.05) was utilized to analyze the
differences between the overall scores. With a p-value of 0.0001, the difference between these
means is considered very statistically significant. As such, the null hypothesis that there was no
difference between the assessments was rejected.
2018 Cohort
The 2018 cohort was the smallest of the cohorts in this study and represented 23.4% of
the total sample (p=47). In the 2018 cohort, 68.1% of participants identified as female (n=32)
and 31.9% of participants identified as male (n=15).
The mean of pre-training self-assessment responses for the 2018 cohort was 3.90; the
mean of post-training self-assessment responses for the 2018 cohort was 4.12, equating to a
difference of 0.22 between the averages of the pre- and post-training self-assessment responses.
Individual Mean Change.
A paired samples t-test at a confidence level of 95% (a=0.05) was utilized to analyze the
differences between the overall scores. With a p-value of 0.0009, the difference between these
means is considered very statistically significant. As such, the null hypothesis that there was no
difference between the pre-training self-assessment and post-training self-assessment responses
was rejected.
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A Comparison of Cohorts
The first research question addressed what changes occurred between the pre- and posttraining self-assessments for the various cohorts of participants in this study. The paired samples
t-test results revealed the statistical significance of change between the same group at two
different points in time. To compare the cohorts to one another, the researcher used an
independent samples t-test in which the mean change from pre- to post-training self-assessment
was compared by cohort year. The findings were difficult to explain for the researcher. When
comparing each cohort year to the other cohort years, only one combination of years yielded a
statistically significant difference: 2015 and 2017. The difference between 2015 and 2016; 2015
and 2018; 2016 and 2017; 2016 and 2018; and 2017 and 2018 were all not statistically
significant. With only minor tweaks and adjustments made to the leadership training program
from one cohort year to another, it is difficult to pinpoint what might have led to 2015 being
different enough to be statistically significant from 2017 but not 2016 and 2018.
Competency Mean by Student Type.
The participants in this study were classified as one of two different student types, based
on how they entered the university: first year students (traditionally referred to as first time in
college, or FTIC) and transfer students. First year students, who most often attend their higher
education institution directly from high school, represented the majority of the total sample at
62.7% (n=126). Transfer students, who enter their higher education institution by transferring
from a community college or other four-year institution, represented 37.3% of the total sample
(n=75). This section assessed the differences between first year student pre- and post-training
self-assessments and transfer student pre- and post-training self-assessments in this study.
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Individual Mean Change.
A paired samples t-test at a confidence level of 95% (a=0.05) was utilized to analyze the
differences for both the overall response means for first year student participants and separately
for transfer student participants. The mean of pre-training self-assessment responses for all first
year student participants was 3.77; the mean of post-training self-assessment responses for all
first year student participants was 3.98, equating to a difference of 0.21 between the averages of
the pre- and post-training self-assessment responses. With a p-value of 0.0001, the difference
between these means is considered very statistically significant. As such, the null hypothesis that
there was no difference between the pre-training self-assessment and post-training selfassessment responses was rejected.
The mean of pre-training self-assessment responses for all transfer student participants
was 3.85; the mean of post-training self-assessment responses for all transfer student participants
was 4.03, equating to a difference of 0.18 between the averages of the pre- and post-training selfassessment responses. With a p-value of 0.0001, the difference between these means is
considered very statistically significant. As such, the null hypothesis that there was no difference
between the pre-training self-assessment and post-training self-assessment responses was
rejected.
A Comparison of Student Types
To compare the mean differences of first year students to the mean differences transfer
students, the researcher used an independent samples t-test in which the mean change from pretraining self-assessment to post-training self-assessment was compared by student type. The
mean change for first year student participants was .20 (n=126) and the mean change for transfer
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student participants was .18 (n=75). With a p-value of .68, the differences between these groups
are considered not statistically significant.
One of the advantages of utilizing a pre-training self-assessment and post-training selfassessment design is that it accounts for individual baselines unique to each participant.
Regardless of student type, participants in this study were asked to essentially rate themselves
compared to the younger version of themselves, rather than against a standardized baseline that
everyone could use. As such, it is no surprise to the researcher that there was not a statistically
significant difference between the mean change in first year and transfer participants. While one
student type’s results may have been higher, this study did not set out to identify the baseline
from which students started or the final placement of where they self-identified at the end of the
leadership training program, but rather only to examine the change that happened from start to
finish. Given that all participants, regardless of student type went through the same program, it
follows that these differences would not be significant.
Competency Mean by Sex.
The participants in this study all identified their sex as male or female, with females
representing the majority of the total sample at 65% (n=131) and males 35% of the population.
This section investigated the differences between female participant pre- and post-training selfassessments and male participant pre- and post-training self-assessments in this study.
Individual Mean Change.
A paired samples t-test at a confidence level of 95% (a=0.05) was utilized to analyze the
differences between the overall response means between female participants. The mean of pretraining self-assessment responses for all female participants was 3.78; the mean of post-training
self-assessment responses for all female participants was 3.98, equating to a difference of 0.2
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between the averages of the pre- and post-training self-assessment responses. With a p-value of
0.0001, the difference between these means is considered very statistically significant. As such,
the null hypothesis that there was no difference between the pre-training self-assessment and
post-training self-assessment responses was rejected.
The mean of pre-training self-assessment responses for all male participants was 3.85; the
mean of post-training self-assessment responses for all male participants was 4.03, equating to a
difference of 0.18 between the averages of the pre- and post-training self-assessment responses.
With a p-value of 0.0001, the difference between these means is considered very statistically
significant. As such, the null hypothesis that there was no difference between the pre-training
self-assessment and post-training self-assessment responses was rejected.
A Comparison by Sex.
To compare the mean differences of female participants to male participants, the
researcher used an independent samples t-test in which the mean change from pre- to posttraining self-assessment was compared by sex. The mean change for female participants was .20
(n=131) and the mean change for male participants was .18 (n=70). With a p-value of .70, the
differences between these groups is considered not statistically significant. Again, as the
leadership training program did not vary by sex, and due to the pre- and post-training selfassessment research design, the researcher was not surprised to find no statistically significant
difference between female and male participants.
Competency Mean by Nationality.
The participants in this study were classified as one of two broad categories of
nationality: domestic or international. Domestic students were those students who entered their
higher education institution directly from a school in the United States while international
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students were those students who entered their higher education institution from a school outside
of the United States. The vast majority of participants in this study were domestic students,
which is by design, as each year’s cohort was selected with a concentrated effort to replicate the
general population of the institution at which the study took place. Domestic students represented
82% of the total sample (n=164), and 18% (n=37) of the participants were international students.
This section assessed the differences between domestic participant pre- and post-training selfassessments and international participant pre- and post-training self-assessments in this study.
Individual Mean Change.
A paired samples t-test at a confidence level of 95% (a=0.05) was utilized to analyze the
differences for both the overall response means for domestic student participants and separately
for international student participants. The mean of pre-training self-assessment responses for all
domestic student participants was 3.8; the mean of post-training self-assessment responses for all
first-year student participants was 3.99, equating to a difference of 0.19 between the averages of
the pre- and post-training self-assessment responses. With a p-value of 0.0001, the difference
between these means is considered very statistically significant. As such, the null hypothesis that
there was no difference between the pre-training self-assessment and post-training selfassessment responses was rejected.
The mean of pre-training self-assessment responses for all international student
participants was 3.8; the mean of post-training self-assessment responses for all international
student participants was 4.03, equating to a difference of 0.23 between the averages of the preand post-training self-assessment responses. With a p-value of 0.0002, the difference between
these means is considered very statistically significant. As such, the null hypothesis that there
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was no difference between the pre-training self-assessment and post-training self-assessment
responses was rejected.
A Comparison by Nationality.
To compare the mean differences of domestic participants to international participants,
the researcher used an independent samples t-test in which the mean change from pre- to posttraining self-assessment was compared by nationality. The mean change for domestic
participants was .19 (n=164) and the mean change for international participants was .23 (n=37).
With a p-value of .55, the differences between these groups is considered not statistically
significant.
Unlike the prior demographic comparisons by cohort, student type, and sex, the
researcher hypothesized that there may be a statistically significant difference between domestic
participant and international participant mean change. International students frequently enter the
institution speaking a language other than English as their first language, and while they must
demonstrate a strong English fluency to attend the institution, there may still be moments in
which language may be an obstacle for international students in higher education. Additionally,
cultural norms vary by regions of the world, and it might not have been surprising to find an
international participant self-identify a large change in a competency like self-management
simply due to the shifting of the individual participant’s paradigm in understanding how they
defined self-management before participating in the leadership training program and then how
that definition was adapted after the leadership training program. Cultural differences among
participants were frequently visible to the researcher during participation in the leadership
training program. Nonetheless, with a p-value well above .05, the findings were statistically not
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significant, and these assumptions are likely not the case for international participants relative to
their domestic participant peer group.
Change and Participant Persistence
The second research question in this study pertained to the self-perceived change in
participants and its relationship to participants’ persistence at the institution in which this study
took place. To measure this, the researcher acquired institutional data related to the enrollment or
graduation status of each participant. As stated in the definition of terms, persistence was defined
as enrollment status for the academic year following the completion of the leadership training
program, with three possible categories: enrolled, not enrolled, or graduated. Participants who
were enrolled at the institution for up to one year after the completion of the leadership training
program and participants who had graduated were considered as having persisted.
Table 14
Persistence Data of Sample Population (N=201)
Demographic
Cohort Year

Sex
Student Type
Nationality

Category

N

Enrolled

Not Enrolled

Graduated

2015
2016
2017
2018

49
52
53
47

0
4
14
15

0
2
2
3

49
46
37
29

Female
Male

131
70

19
14

2
5

110
51

First Year
Transfer

126
75

27
6

4
3

95
66

Domestic
International

164
37

30
3

6
1

128
33

Alternatively, the category of not enrolled captures any number of reasons a student may not
have been enrolled at the institution one year after completing the leadership training program
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and were therefore considered as not having persisted at the institution. Table 14 illustrates the
persistence data for the participants by cohort, sex, student type, and nationality.
Individual Mean Change and Persistence
A logistic regression analysis was conducted on 201 participants to examine the
relationship between participants’ self-reported mean change and their persistence at the
institution as the dependent variable of persistence was categorical, and the independent variable
of participant mean change was continuous (Table 15). Utilizing a logistic regression allowed the
researcher to identify if there was any kind of meaningful predictive relationship between a
participant’s mean change and their likelihood to persist. In simple terms, the researcher aimed to
identify if self-reported change from the pre- to post-training self-assessment was a predictor of
participant persistence. A significance level of 0.05 was used to indicate that if the results were
significant, there would be only a five percent chance that the mean change and persistence of
individual participants were associated.
Table 15
Logistic Regression of Self-Reported Mean Change and Persistence (N=201)

Self-Reported Mean
Change
Constant

B

S.E.

Wald

df

p

-1.083

0.518 4.373

1

0.036

1.616

0.226 51.150 1

0.000

Odds
Ratio
0.339

95% C.I.
Lower Upper
0.123

0.934

Note: The dependent variable of persistence was coded such that 0 = did not persist and 1 = did
persist.
The null hypothesis of this logistic regression was that there was no association between
the participant mean change and participant persistence, or the coefficient was equal to 0. With a
p-value of 0.036, which is lower than the significance level of 0.05, the researcher rejected the
null hypothesis. Therefore, it could be concluded that there was a statistically significant
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relationship between the two variables, participant mean change and persistence, at this
significance level. The researcher can conclude that self-reported mean change was a predictor
for likelihood to persist. The researcher can also conclude from the negative coefficient of -1.08
that participant persistence is less likely to occur as mean change increases. Further, the
researcher can conclude with an odds ratio of .339 that for every one unit increase in participant
mean change, participants are 66.1% less likely to persist.
Chapter Summary
This chapter provided a detailed look at the results of this study. The results of individual
participant overall mean change and competency group mean change were presented. The
statistical significance of the pre- to post-training self-assessment was also presented. Results
were compared by demographic groups based on cohort, student enrollment status, sex, and
nationality. Finally, participant mean change was utilized to determine the significance of and
relationship to participant persistence at the university on year after completing the leadership
training program.
Chapter 5 discusses the implications for practice and the conclusion of the study.
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Chapter Five contains a summary of the research study, including the statement of the
research problem, purpose of the study, research questions, and a review of the methods.
Additionally, Chapter Five presents the findings of the study, as drawn from the data analyses
conducted in Chapter Four. Finally, it concludes with a discussion of implications for practice
and recommendations for future research.
Summary of the Study
Statement of the Problem
Given the demanding higher education environment, it is apparent that decision makers at
higher education institutions have a responsibility to develop the skills of students, marking a
departure from the simple acquisition of knowledge that college may have first been established
to provide in favor of a much more holistic and thoughtful approach. The message about the
skillsets that students need upon graduation is crystal clear; college graduates need to be better
leaders (Bennis, 2009; Collins, 2011; Covey, 1989; Kouzes & Posner, 2011; Trapp, 2014). Of
course, defining which skills to develop in students to make them better leaders is particularly
challenging. This is especially of interest because this study examined self-reported change that
occurred in participants of a leadership training program in a particular student affairs
department and the relationship that self-reported perception of change had on one key element
of student success. The study examined the participants’ self-assessment of their competence in
six key outcome areas: communication, emotional intelligence, critical thinking, servant
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leadership, self-management, and congruence with purpose. These outcomes, referred to as
competencies in this study, are defined in the definitions section of Chapter 1.
With so much emphasis being placed on added value and outcomes-based learning within
higher education, it has become more important than ever to understand the student experience
and the impact of that experience on students’ growth. Further, since institutions are increasingly
concerned with student success, and as the task of achieving student success largely falls upon
the programs and services offered by university departments, it is critical that a department can
understand and articulate its relationship to and influence on student success.
Higher education institutions can be measured by metrics that indicate the degree to
which students were successful. Among these metrics, the gold standard that is widely accepted
may be first-year retention, measured by the percentage of first-time, full-time students returning
to the same institution for their second year (Venit, 2019). Yet, it is not the only tool higher
education administrators have to measure student success. Many administrators strive to be on
the cutting edge of measuring, understanding, and providing solutions for student success, and
administrators now have a range of indicators that can measure multiple student success factors.
Examples of these indicators may include “next-term persistence” (Venit, 2019), which measures
simply the percentage of students who return to the institution for another term, and graduation
rates which measure the percentage of a cohort year that has graduated within a specified time
window, typically two, four, or six years (Venit, 2019). Measuring student success as a whole,
considering its multifaceted and increasingly complex nature, is far beyond the scope of this
study. However, this study did serve the purpose of pursuing a more focused approach, one
which measures one key factor of student success amongst the participants of the study.
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In considering the sample population of this study, simply measuring first-year retention
would not be appropriate, as it would not apply to all participants, the range of which spans from
first-year students to upperclassmen. More generally, retention as a measurement would be
appropriate if it were not for the fact that it excludes those students who graduate shortly after
completing the leadership training program, and it is not a metric that can be measured for all
participants. Next-term persistence is too limited in scope, especially when considering that
length of the leadership training program is two semesters, thus it is almost an expectation that a
student will persist from one semester to the next. Finally, measuring graduation rate would
require at least six years from the start of the first year that this leadership training program was
implemented to apply to all participants. Thus, the researcher decided to measure another
important indicator of student success in persistence. Simply stated, persistence was measured by
a student’s return to the institution or graduation; any enrollment status other than continued
enrollment or degree completion would indicate that a particular student did not persist.
The intersection of learning outcomes in higher education with understanding and
supporting student success initiatives provides a timely backdrop for this study. Higher education
institutions largely rely upon departmental initiatives, such as a leadership training program
designed for student employees, to provide opportunities to engage in campus activities while
also providing a structured format for students to develop holistic life skills that will support both
their undergraduate success and their post-collegiate lives and careers. The leadership training
program that was the subject of this study was designed with both of these objectives in mind.
After designing a leadership training program based on national best practices, student
development competencies, and renowned leadership concepts, the co-creators of the leadership
training program had implemented it in hopes that it would not only prepare the students to do

101

the work they were hired to do at an exemplary level, but that even more importantly, it would
prepare those students to overcome obstacles and face the very real challenges they may
encounter in their lives outside of that job, both during college and after. As such, the two
research questions in this study were established to provide insight related to the change the
students reported experiencing upon completion of the leadership training program and to
examine how that change may support one of the critical components of student success in
measuring student persistence after the conclusion of the leadership training program.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this ex-post facto study was twofold: first, to identify changes in
participants’ self-perceptions of their competence in six key leadership competencies, as reported
from a pre-training and post-training assessment; and secondly, to identify the relationship
between the participants’ self-reported changes and their persistence in enrollment at the
University upon completion of the leadership training program. In other words, the purpose of
this study can be summarized by identifying whether participants self-reported change after
having participated in a year-long leadership training program and to identify if that self-reported
change aligns with broader institutional priorities by having any relationship to whether the
students persist upon completion of the year-long leadership training program.
Research Questions
This study was designed to answer two primary questions. The first of these related directly
to the self-assessments conducted before and after the leadership training program which was
briefly outlined earlier in this chapter. The second question then expanded upon that question,
seeking demonstration of a relationship to the persistence of participants who completed the
leadership training program.
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The following questions guided this research:
1. What changes occurred in participants’ self-perceptions of their competence in six key
leadership competencies as measured by a pre-training and post-training self-assessment?
2. What is the relationship between changes in participants’ perceptions of their competence
in six key leadership competencies and their persistence in enrollment at the University
upon completion of the leadership training program?
Review of Methods
This study was conducted at a large, public research institution situated in a metropolitan
area in Florida. This study analyzed data on 201 undergraduate participants who attended the
institution and participated in the leadership training program from 2015 – 2018. The research
instrument was a self-assessment distributed to all participants at the onset of the leadership
training program (pre-training self-assessment) and then again upon its conclusion (post-training
self-assessment). The assessment included 30 statements, each measured on a 5-point Likert
scale, meaning all responses fell between 1 – 5, where 1 represented “strongly disagree” and 5
represented “strongly agree”. There were six competencies and five statements per competency,
making a total of 30 statements, with the highest total response possible being 150.
The study analyzed the mean change in overall responses between the pre-training selfassessment and post-training self-assessment for each individual. Additional demographic
categories such as cohort year, student type, sex, and nationality provided for further analysis
and comparison between pre- and post-training self-assessments. Additionally, the researcher
analyzed the mean change between pre-training self-assessment and post-training selfassessment with relation to each of the six key competencies included as outcomes of the
leadership training program: communication, emotional intelligence, critical thinking, servant
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leadership, self-management, and congruence with purpose. Each competency had five
corresponding statements on each assessment that provided a competency-based mean for each.
Again, the change in the means by competency were then further analyzed using the
demographic categories of cohort year, student type, sex, and nationality.
Finally, data from the University Registrar provided graduation and enrollment statuses
for each participant, which were analyzed in relation to the mean change between pre-training
self-assessment and post-training self-assessment.
Organizing the secondary data captured by the pre- and post-training self-assessments for
201 participants made the data analysis tedious and more difficult than necessary. One of the
biggest challenges was that the researcher did not know at the onset of the leadership training
program exactly what data would be best to investigate, nor what statistical tests should be
conducted to analyze the results. As such, the data in the first few years was unorganized and
hastily stored away. As new professional staff members were hired and became responsible for
overseeing the pre- and post-training self-assessments, they had different preferences in how the
data was saved, as they were also utilizing it as practitioners who could assess growth in realtime based on their interactions with the students they supervised.
The analysis of the data presented technical challenges as well. For each participant there
were two assessments, each with 30 responses on a 5-point Likert scale. To further analyze the
data by competency, the responses needed to be grouped with the other statements related to that
competency which meant that data had to be copied and pasted to and from multiple Microsoft
Excel files. In this case, the researcher was only analyzing participants’ responses to 5 statements
at a time, but the responses were saved in numeric order from 1 to 30, despite the competency
grouping statements being randomly distributed throughout the survey instrument. In copying the
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data to multiple files, it was critical that the pre- and post-training self-assessment responses for
each participant stayed linked to ensure that the paired samples t-test could compare the
assessments from before and after.
Eventually, after many attempts to organize the data efficiently, the original raw data file
grew so large that the researcher had to split and save the data in multiple files. Upon completion
of the data analysis, there was one master file with the raw data and copies of the data organized
by each of the demographic groups. Each cohort’s data was saved in one file with only the
responses of that year’s participants, one file split the dataset by sex, separating female and male
in two separate tabs. The data for student status and nationality were each saved in separate files,
as well. Finally, the data provided by the University Registrar was saved with the overall
individual participant mean change responses.
Findings
Question One
The first research question focused on the changes that occurred in participants’
perceptions of their own competence in six key leadership competencies as measured by the pretraining and post-training self-assessments. Paired samples t-tests were conducted to identify if
the changes that occurred between assessments were statistically significant for individual mean
change and competency-based mean change.
The overall mean change that occurred for all participants between the pre-training selfassessment and the post-training self-assessments was statistically significant (p < .0001 ) at the
alpha of .05. The mean pre-training self-assessment result was 3.8, with a standard deviation of
.33, and the mean post-training self-assessment was 4.0, with a standard deviation of .37. On
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average, participants in this study self-reported their competence after the leadership training
program .20 higher than they did prior to the leadership training program.
Each of the competency areas was further analyzed using a paired samples t-test, related
only to the mean change in the statements directly corresponding to each competency. All six of
the competency-based paired t-test results proved to be statistically significant, meaning that the
differences in self-reported competence before the leadership training program and after the
leadership training program, broken down by competency groupings, were likely to not have
been due to random chance.
Among the six competencies, the highest pre-training self-assessment mean was
communication with a mean of 3.9. However, communication was not the highest mean in the
post-training self-assessment. Instead, self-management had the highest mean among the
competencies on the post-training self-assessment with a mean of 4.03. The lowest mean on the
pre-training self-assessment was self-management with a mean of 3.7, meaning it was also the
competency with the greatest self-reported growth, on average, between pre-training selfassessment and post-training self-assessment responses, with a difference between means of .3.
Finally, the lowest post-training self-assessment mean was congruence with purpose, with a
mean of 3.96
Independent samples t-tests were conducted to identify if the changes that occurred
across various demographic categories were statistically significant. There were no statistically
significant differences between male and female participants, domestic and international
participants, nor first year student and transfer student participants. In analyzing the differences
among cohort years, the only statistically significant mean change was between the 2015 and
2017 cohorts, but no other combination of years yielded statistically significant results.
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The assumption underlying this research question was that if the leadership training
program resulted in positive growth in each competency area, participants in the study would
self-report higher levels of competence in each area and overall on their post-training selfassessment than they did on their pre-training self-assessment. This assumption held true and
proved to be statistically significant overall and for each competency individually, as well.
Question Two
The second research question focused on the relationship between changes in
participants’ perceptions of their own competence in six key leadership competencies and their
persistence in enrollment at the University upon completion of the leadership training program.
To assess this, the researcher identified graduation within four years of enrollment at the
institution and full-time enrollment status one year after completion of the leadership training
programs as the benchmarks of successful “persistence in enrollment.”
The researcher utilized logistic regression to establish there was a negative predictive
relationship between participant mean change and persistence. For every one unit increase in
mean change, participants were 66.1% less likely to persist.
While the likelihood of not persisting seems quite high, it is important to keep in mind
the relatively small numbers that represented participant mean change. That is, a one unit
increase in mean change was quite infrequent, with only three participants who self-reported
overall change responses higher than 1.0. Of the 146 participants who reported positive change,
the mean change was only .35. In fact, of the 201 total participants, 9 self-reported no change
between the mean pre-training self-assessment and mean post-training self-assessment and 46
self-reported negative change.
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Still, the question remains as to possible explanations for the negative relationship
between participant mean change and persistence. One possible explanation may be that students
who self-reported higher levels of competence change (relative to their peers) may have also
inflated their own sense of self-competence, ultimately leading to their failure to persist at the
institution for some reason. It would be too grand of an assumption to speculate as to how this
may have translated into other aspects of their collegiate career, such as success in the classroom,
but further research could yield qualitative data directly from the participants or additional
quantitative data about the participants that could help to pinpoint exactly why or how this may
have happened. Inversely, participants who self-reported negative competency change were more
likely to persist. It is possible that these participants were more humble or possibly more realistic
in their views of their own competence as college students and young adults, thus enabling them
to better adapt to the expectations and demands placed upon them at their institution.
There are many explanations as to why this may have been the case, but the exact
rationale is outside of the scope of this study as more information would be required to make
sound conclusions as to why and how this relationship occurred.
Implications for Practice
This study came from the student affairs functional area of Orientation programs.
However, because of the nature of the study’s purpose and design, it is applicable to a much
broader range of functional areas. As such, implications for practice address all functional areas
within student affairs in which there are student employees or volunteer-based student positions.
Many higher education functional areas hire student employees, or perhaps use a student
board model where students are assigned or hired to volunteer positions within the functional
area. For those departments or units that have positions which serve for a year, practitioners
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might consider adopting a competency-based approach to student learning outcomes for their
participants. With accrediting bodies recognizing the importance of competency-based
leadership development and a strong desire from employers for college graduates to be career
competency ready, the competency-based approach to student development is an indispensable
component of higher education (Seemiller, 2016).
As previously mentioned, utilizing backward design, practitioners might first identify
which competencies are mutually valuable to students and to their department and craft learning
outcomes for student participants related to those competencies. Following that, practitioners
might develop intentional learning experiences that could help to foster growth in essential
competency areas. Finally, to assess learning, practitioners could carefully assess whether or not
their participants are learning in the competencies identified. By utilizing a self-assessment,
practitioners are able to access the personal reflections of the student participants that may not be
accurately captured through knowledge assessments.
Student affair professionals who are concerned with supporting unit, divisional, or
institutional goals may be eager to tell the story of the impact their leadership programs have on
their participants. Creating this narrative may help to provide funding for future program or may
support important metrics the institution has established as priorities. In either case, the
development and use of a pre- and post-assessment, based on intentionally designed
competencies, may provide the evidence needed to tell the story. Conversely, it may yield results
that are not significant, which may be an indicator that more work could be done to better align
the leadership and learning experiences of the participants to the competencies.
The importance of assessment in higher education should not be overlooked. The pretraining and post-training self-assessment design of this study provided ample opportunity for
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data analysis, reflection, and thoughtful intervention throughout the year long program.
Practitioners looking to replicate a similar approach could take the time to review the results in
relation to the leadership training program to make changes along the way. If a particular
competency seemed to be resulting in a lower mean that the others, it might be an indication that
the learning experiences aligned with that competency are not delivering results as effectively as
intended. As each new year brings a new cohort of students who participate in leadership training
programs, so too could the programs bring in fresh material, ideas, and learning opportunities.
Assessment may be an important consideration in developing departmental budgets and
making difficult decisions to determine what yields meaningful results affordably. Practitioners
with budget authority may utilize their own findings to consider the fiscal implications to
developing training programs for student leaders. Expenses may include access to training tools
and resources, bringing in experts in a particular competency, purchasing leadership books or
personality inventories, training assessments, or any number of other expenses related to
developing a well-functioning leadership training program. Payroll decisions may be a
consideration as staffing may impact a unit’s ability to successfully design and implement
leadership training programs consistently.
Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cylce (1984) remains an important framework for
programmatic changes. In considering the experiences of students through competency-based
programs, practitioners could utilize their concrete observations to supplement the results of the
survey instrument. Many practitioners have regular interactions with student participants and are
often able to glean insights about the student’s mindset periodically throughout the leadership
training program. These insights may spark ideas worth exploring or conversations with fellow
practitioners that lead to repurposed, redefined, or altogether new competencies. This kind of
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active experimentation creates the flexibility practitioners need to adjust programs in the moment
rather than having to wait until the completion of the leadership training program.
Lastly, practitioners should exercise attention to detail to carefully consider the content
validity of a survey instrument in relation to the competencies it is designed to assess. There are
many resources available to higher education professionals which may provide useful guidance
in the development of the survey instrument. Professional organizations for student affairs
functional areas may have their own competency models that they recommend utilizing.
Accrediting agencies, state legislatures, and major corporations may provide outcomes they
expect to see in college graduates, which may also provide insight as to which competencies are
most appropriate and how they may be defined and measured. Ultimately, the survey instrument
should be designed thoughtfully with carefully defined competencies and appropriate statements
that can precisely measure the relevant knowledge, skills, and abilities for each competency.
Recommendations for Future Research
This study demonstrated a relationship in the change of self-reported competence in six
key competency areas in undergraduate students between two points in time: prior to and after a
leadership training program. However, to better understand the ways by which participants might
self-describe their own experiences and their awareness of the impact it had on them, a
qualitative research study could be conducted. Specifically, this study could examine the ways
by which participants felt like the leadership training program impacted them as it relates to the
competencies, and further, how their participation in the leadership training program supported
or undermined their path towards persistence. Information could be gathered on the many other
variables that participants may have encountered throughout their time in the program, including
personal matters, academic rigors, financial challenges, social difficulties, or other reasons. A
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qualitative study such as this could deepen the knowledge of the extent of the relationship
between the leadership training program and the participants’ self-reported growth while also
more richly informing practice.
The sample in this study only included students who were completing the leadership
training program for the first time. But each year, numerous participants returned for a second,
third, or sometimes even fourth year to participate in the leadership training program. Further
research could more deeply examine the impact of the leadership training program through a
longitudinal study that assesses the growth of returning participants year over year. The returning
participants were removed from the sample in this study but assessing their growth from one
year to the next could provide further insights as to the extent and relationship of the impact of
the leadership training program. This would be particularly insightful as returning participants
are given increased responsibilities, including formal mentorship and accountability
opportunities among their peers.
Additionally, this study limited its examination of the relationship between participant
mean change and persistence to simply identifying the relationship and the extent to which mean
change could predict persistence. It would, however, be a worthwhile future study to add
additional demographic information, academic information, and qualitative data in a mixed
method study to better triangulate and explain not only to what extent there was a predictive
relationship but also why it may have occurred. Considering how participants in a STEM major
fared relative to participants in social sciences may yield important findings, particularly in
consideration of the social skills that many employers desire in college graduates. The leadership
training program in this study provided practical experiences that were aimed at fostering growth
in the competencies, many of which are also in high demand among employers.
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The survey instrument used in this study also included general university knowledge
questions that were not analyzed to assess self-perceptions of change in the competencies. These
questions were originally written for the purpose of assessing the functional job knowledge
required of the student leaders who participated in the leadership training program. While the
university knowledge questions did not directly relate to any of the competencies, they may have
been an indicator of confidence, which may have some effect on a participant’s self-perceived
competence. For example, a student who may not have known any of the general knowledge
questions in the pre-training self-assessment but answered all the same questions correctly on the
post-training self-assessment may feel more confident in their abilities as a leader. A future study
might consider the relationship between these two components of the self-assessment and
explore if any relationship exists between them.
Finally, the institution that served as the setting of this study is not the only institution
that asks student participants to partake in both pre- and post-training self-assessments. And,
while the leadership training programs may differ by institution, many institutions use the same
or similar competencies. A comparison of the results across multiple institutions could yield
more generalizable findings.
Conclusion
This ex-post facto study was conducted to identify if, and to what extent, participants in a
year-long leadership training program reported self-perceived change in six key competency
areas and to examine the relationship that the self-reported change had upon participant
persistence at the university. Persistence was measured by enrollment status in school one year
after the leadership training program’s conclusion or graduation within four years.
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Corey Seemiller’s (2016) competency-based learning and assessment research provided a
conceptual framework for this study. In higher education, learning is the responsibility of
everyone, and designing learning experiences intentionally through competency-based design is
essential for career and personal development of undergraduate students.
Undergraduate students who participated in a year-long leadership training program took
a pre- and post-training self-assessment to self-report their perceptions of competence in six key
competency areas before and after the training program. Analyzing data from 201 undergraduate
students, a statistically significant relationship was found between the overall mean change that
was self-reported between the pre- and post-training self-assessment completed by each
participant before and after the leadership training program. Additionally, the overall mean
change was found to have a statistically significant negative relationship as a predictor to student
persistence at the institution.
The results of this study may be particularly useful to practitioners who are interested in
developing or redesigning their undergraduate student development experiences and programs.
Approaching these experiences from a competency-based lens may support student development
in key competency areas that can contribute to both student persistence and career and personal
development.
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Appendix A
Orientation Leadership Philosophy
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Appendix B
Leadership Training Program Course Content and Calendar
GRADED ACTIVITIES/ASSIGNMENTS:
Class Participation/Attendance
15 points (1 point per class, excludes Final Exam date)
Journal Reflections
20 points (4 per semester, 5 points each)
Servant Leader Interview
10 points
Critical Issues Group Project
10 points
Leadership Philosophy Paper
10 points
Coaching Reflection Log
10 points (5 logs per semester, 2 points each)
Ignite Presentation Content
10 points
Final Exam
15 points
TOTAL POINTS POSSIBLE
100 points
NOTE: STUDENTS MUST COMPLETE THE COURSE WITH NO LESS THAN 80%
OF TOTAL POINTS (80 POINTS) TO CONTINUE EMPLOYMENT AS ORIENTATION
LEADERS.
GRADED ACTIVITIES/ASSIGNMENTS:
CLASS PARTICIPATION & ATTENDANCE (15 POINTS)
Attendance is vital to learning in this course! The following actions are essential for maximum
learning: attending all classes, completing reading assignments before class, participating in
discussions, and participating in class activities and group assignments. Moreover, punctuality is
expected of leaders and is thus expected of students in this class. Tardiness will result in the loss
of points. Missing 2 or more classes will result in losing all 15 attendance points.
Further, as this is practice for the Orientation Leader position, absences must be
communicated with your respective supervisor in advance of the class being missed.
JOURNAL REFLECTIONS (5 POINTS EACH, 20 POINTS TOTAL)
Pausing for introspection is an important part of growth as a person and a leader. Every quarter
of the semester, you will be asked to expand on thoughts or conversations we may have in class,
or on topics related to the course in your journal. Reflections should be 2 full pages (doublespaced, Times New Roman, 12-point font) and will be submitted via Canvas Discussion Board
posts on the respective due dates.
LEADERSHIP PHILOSOPHY PAPER (10 POINTS)
In The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, author Steven Covey reveals that highly effective
leaders, “begin with the end in mind.” Fast-forward to the 2019 Orientation Banquet; You are
reflecting on your year as an Orientation Leader, thinking about the relationships you’ve built,
the USF pride you’ve reaffirmed, the networks you’ve established, the learning you’ve achieved,
and probably the mistakes you’ve made along the way. What would you want people to say
about you at the end of this experience? What kind of leader are you going to be? What words
might they use to describe you? In this 3-4 page reflection paper, students will answer these
questions and more, explaining who they expect themselves to be as they leave the class and
enter the busy summer ahead.
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SERVANT LEADERSHIP INTERVIEW (10 POINTS)
A key component to successful leadership in the Office of Orientation revolves around the
concept of servant leadership; that is, putting others before self. As such, students in this course
will be asked to select a campus administrator (full-time professional staff or faculty only,
cannot be an Orientation staff member) OR a community member in Tampa or your home
community who exemplifies servant leadership. Students will interview the individual and
provide a 3-4 page written response to the interview. This paper should include a brief
background of the individual and why this individual was selected, a few key components that
stood out from the interview, and the student’s reaction to the interview, including key concepts
from the course.
CRITICAL ISSUES GROUP PROJECT (10 POINTS)
Orientation Leaders will be divided into randomly assigned groups to pick a critical issue facing
USF students and will have to use concepts learned in the course to work as a collaborative
group to present the problem, a potential solution, and how they might implement that solution.
Projects will be due in Week 13.
COACHING REFLECTION LOG (10 POINTS)
Orientation Leaders will complete five coaching sessions throughout the semester. After each
session, Orientation Leaders will write a 2-3 paragraph (approx. 1 page) reflection on their
coaching, answering questions such as: What did I learn? What questions do I still have? What
stood out most to me? Each log should include the coaching date and time, the coach, and the
reflection. At the end of the semester, OLs will have 5 total logs saved in one document which
will be submitted via hard copy on the last day of class.
IGNITE PRESENTATION CONTENT (10 POINTS)
Orientation Leaders will all do a 5-minute Ignite Presentation sometime during the first two
weeks of training. Ignite is an event held at over 100 cities worldwide. At ignite, presenters share
their personal and professional stories/passions using 20 slides that auto-advance every 20
seconds for a total of just five minutes. Check out some examples here: http://igniteshow.com/.
More details and an additional handout will be provided in class to assist in the planning and
execution of this project.
FINAL EXAM (15 POINTS)
Orientation Leaders will complete an in-class final exam on the final day of the class semester
(May 2, 2018). This comprehensive examination will be in written essay format and will
synthesize the various components learned throughout the semester.
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COURSE CALENDAR: CLASS TOPICS & READING ASSIGNMENTS
(The instructor reserves the right to make changes to the course calendar at any time.)

DATE
Week 1

TOPIC

Introductions; Community Building;
Syllabus review; Class expectations; Skills
Pre-Test; Orientation Leadership
Philosophy
(ex. These will all be done IN-class on January
10)

READINGS/ASSIGNMENTS
(Please read chapters BEFORE class)

Print Syllabus and Bring to Class
Read Mindset Chapter 1
(ex. This should be COMPLETED before
January 10)

Leadership is a Relationship; Servant
Leadership
The Five Practices of Exemplary
Leadership
Credibility Makes a Difference; Emotional
Intelligence

Read Introduction to Credibility
Read “Best Leaders” HBR Article
Assigned in Canvas
Read Credibility Chapter 1
Journal Reflection 1 DUE
Read “Credibility with Little Experience”
HBR Article Assigned in Canvas
Read Credibility Chapter 2
Leadership Philosophy Paper Due

Week 6

Discover Your Self; Self-Management

Read Credibility Chapter 3

Week 7

Appreciate Constituents; Servant
Read Credibility Chapter 4
Leadership
Journal Reflection 2 DUE
Values and Strengths (VIA Strengths)
Read Leadership on the Line Chapter 3
Affirm Shared Values; Congruence with
Read Credibility Chapter 5
Purpose; RG – Hiring Process
Servant Leader Interview DUE
NO CLASS – USF SPRING BREAK – CAMPUS CLOSED
Develop Capacity; Self-Management;
Read Credibility Chapter 6
Communication; Critical Thinking
Read “Blame Me” HBR Article Assigned
in Canvas

Week 2
Week 3
Week 4
Week 5

Week 8
Week 9
Week 10
Week 11

Introduction; Critical Thinking; Retreat
Expectations

Week 12

Student Affairs Breakfast; Critical Thinking

Week 13

Serve a Purpose; Congruence with Purpose

Week 14

Coaching for Student Success 101

Week 15

Sustain Hope; Self-Management;
Communication
The Struggle to Be Human; Character
Counts; Emotional Intelligence;
Final Exam in class

Week 16
Week 17
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Read “Act Quickly” HBR Article Assigned
in Canvas
Journal Reflection 3 DUE
Read Credibility Chapter 7
Critical Issues Group Projects Due
Read “What to Ask” HBR Article
Assigned in Canvas
Read Credibility Chapter 8
Journal Reflection 4 DUE
Read Credibility Chapter 9 & Epilogue
Coaching Reflection Log Due
Ignite Presentation Content Due

Appendix C
Research Instrument

Orientation Leader Skills & Competencies Test
Administered January 10, 2018

Skills, Knowledge, Awareness
Please answer the following questions to the best of your abilities. There may be many questions
that you do not know the answers to, but please do not leave any questions blank. Even if you are
uncertain, do your best to make an educated guess.
1. What is the Mission of the Office of Orientation?
2. This document is a digital resume that tracks your involvement through approved
student organizations. What is the name of this document?
a. A USF transcript
b. A hold notification
c. A co-curricular transcript
d. A Promissory Note from CSI
3. What are the lyrics to the USF Alma Mater?

4. How many colleges are there at USF?
5. What is Stampede of Service (SOS) and which USF department hosts SOS?
6. What is the annual residence hall program that is geared towards increasing
diversity and tolerance through skit and discussions on topics such as: belonging to
the LGBTQ community, struggling with body image, racial profiling, privilege and
class?
7. What is the University Lecture Series (ULS) and which USF departments hosts
ULS?
8. Who is John Allen?
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9. Which office would a student contact to change his/her major before beginning
classes at USF?

10. How much does it cost for a student to attend an Orientation session (specific to
your demo)? How much does it cost for a guest to attend with the student?
Competencies & Self-Efficacy
Your honesty is essential to this portion of the test. Please answer these questions based on how
you actually are – not how you hope to be someday! There are no right or wrong answers and
there are no consequences for any responses provided in this section. Please do not leave any
questions blank.
1. What are the first three words you associate with “Orientation Leader” (please do
not use the words “Orientation” or “Leader”)?
2. Define servant leadership. How does this play a role in being an Orientation
Leader?
3. What would be one example of outstanding customer service at an Orientation
session?

For the following statements, please respond by writing your response in the blank provided to
the right of the statement. Please use a scale of 1-5, with 1 being strongly disagree and 5 being
strongly agree.
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neither agree nor disagree Agree Strongly Agree
1. I feel confident in my ability to communicate my thoughts and ideas to others.
2. I know a lot about USF history, traditions, and fun facts.
3. My actions are an accurate representation of my thoughts, values, and beliefs.
4. I feel confident in my leadership skills and capabilities.
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5. I work well in teams and groups.
6. I enjoy volunteering my time for causes I believe in.
7. My team must be successful for me to be successful.
8. I can succeed in ambiguous situations or in situations when I do not have answers.
9. I express my feelings appropriately.
10. I find it easy to approach someone I don’t know.
11. I feel confident in my public speaking skills.
12. I feel confident in my ability to be a great customer service representative.
13. I enjoy meeting new people and striking up conversations with strangers.
14. I question why I do things to help keep myself accountable.
15. I am the least important person in the room in any given situation.
16. I am a punctual person.
17. I know how to navigate both Canvas and OASIS with ease.
18. I am a leader in all phases of my life (personal life, home, work, school, etc.)
19. My teammates can rely on me.
20. I genuinely enjoy when others get recognized for their accomplishments.
21. I would describe myself as self-disciplined.
22. I am comfortable asking questions when I don’t know the answer to a question.
23. People tell me that I am a good listener.
24. I feel confident interacting with campus administrators, faculty, and staff.
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25. I am comfortable holding others accountable when they do not meet expectations.
26. People tell me that I am mature and composed.
27. People tell me I know how to respond to difficult situations.
28. I understand the challenges facing new students at USF.
29. I feel confident in who I am, what I believe, and my ability to accomplish my goals.
30. I have a high level of school spirit; I am a proud USF Bull.
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Appendix D
Alignment Matrix for Research Instrument
Number

Prompt

Competency

1

I feel confident in my ability to communicate my thoughts and
ideas to others.

Communication

2

I know a lot about USF history, traditions, and fun facts.

Critical Thinking

3

My actions are an accurate representation of my thoughts, values,
and beliefs.

Congruence with Purpose

4

I feel confident in my leadership skills and capabilities.

Self-Management

5

I work well in teams and groups.

Emotional Intelligence

6

I enjoy volunteering my time for causes I believe in.

Servant Leadership

7

My team must be successful for me to be successful.

Servant Leadership

8

I can succeed in ambiguous situations or in situations when I do not
have answers.

Critical Thinking

9

I express my feelings appropriately.

Communication

10

I find it easy to approach someone I don’t know.

Emotional Intelligence

11

I feel confident in my public speaking skills.

Communication

12

I feel confident in my ability to be a great customer service
representative.

Self-Management

13

I enjoy meeting new people and striking up conversations with
strangers.

Emotional Intelligence

14

I question why I do things to help keep myself accountable.

Congruence with Purpose

15

I am the least important person in the room in any given situation.

Servant Leadership

16

I am a punctual person.

Self-Management
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17

I know how to navigate both Canvas and OASIS with ease.

Critical Thinking

18

I am a leader in all phases of my life (personal life, home, work,
school, etc.)

Congruence with Purpose

19

My teammates can rely on me.

Servant Leadership

20

I genuinely enjoy when others get recognized for their
accomplishments.

Servant Leadership

21

I would describe myself as self-disciplined.

Self-Management

22

I am comfortable asking questions when I don’t know the answer to Critical Thinking
a question.

23

People tell me that I am a good listener.

Communication

24

I feel confident interacting with campus administrators, faculty, and
staff.

Emotional Intelligence

25

I am comfortable holding others accountable when they do not meet Congruence with Purpose
expectations.

26

People tell me that I am mature and composed.

Self-Management

27

People tell me I know how to respond to difficult situations.

Emotional Intelligence

28

I understand the challenges facing new students at USF.

Critical Thinking

29

I feel confident in who I am, what I believe, and my ability to
accomplish my goals.

Congruence with Purpose

30

I have a high level of school spirit; I am a proud USF Bull.

Communication
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Appendix E
Research Question Data Sources and Analyses
Research Question

Data Source(s)

Analysis

1. What changes occur in
participants’ perceptions of their
own competence in six key
leadership competencies as
measured by a pre-training and
post-training self-assessment?

1. Participant pre-training self1. Paired samples t-test between
assessments (Likert scale responses to individual response and overall
pre- and post-training results
questions 1-30 only)

2. What is the relationship
between changes in participants’
perceptions of their own
competence in six key leadership
competencies and their
persistence in enrollment at the
University upon completion of
the leadership training program?

1. University Registrar data requested 1. Logistical regression
for all participants’ enrollment status between mean change and
enrollment status
for one academic year after
participation.

2. Paired samples t-test between
2. Participant post-training selfcompetency group pre- and
assessments (Likert scale responses to post-training results
questions 1-30 only)
3. Independent samples t-test
between mean change and
demographic variables

2. University Registrar data requested
for all participants’ graduation status
for four years after enrollment.
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